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Chapter 1 


Introduction and Historical 
Background 


The centennial of the Boer War provides an impetus to assess the current state of 
historical interpretation concerning that conflict. In South Africa the war has 
significant nationalist overtones, while for the British, despite ultimate victory, 
it still engenders debate about what went wrong. Heroes and villains have been 
passionately attacked and defended on each side. It remains common for South 
African authors to label the 1899-1902 conflict the second war for freedom. The 
first was, of course, the brief passage of arms in 1881 when a small British Army 
force was humiliated at Majuba Hill and London chose to make peace. It is the 
purpose of this book to examine changes in interpretations and to provide an 
annotated listing of the major sources for the study of the Boer, or now more 
commonly, South African War. (Researchers should note that indexers and 
catalogers often make different lists under these two names and fail to cross- 
reference them.) 
This book has two sections. First, in chapters one through five, there is 
a discussion of historiography in which the changing ideas about the war are 
examined and at least the more significant works in which the changes are 
expressed acknowledged. These works are cited by giving their numbers (in 
square brackets) from the annotated bibliography-the second section of the book. 
In the bibliography, the intention is to give the original publication data for each 
work. Subsequent editions and reprints, when identified, are noted by date, 
following the original copyright. Concurrent publications- English, American, 
South African editions for instance-though they may vary slightly in date, have 
not been indicated. 
Some limits on content were necessary. As part of Greenwood Press's 
Battles and Leaders Series, the book focuses especially on military history. The 
available space prevented the inclusion of works concerning the political debates 
over the virtues of the war. To include the international outpouring of comment 
threatened to more than double the number of sources listed. Such debates do 
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have some limited significance for military history insofar as they influence 
decisions about the conduct of the war. British military authorities were only a 
little influenced by foreign comment but sometimes had to listen to critics at home. 
This led to the inclusion of some historical accounts of the political debate, 
especially those providing significant bibliographical information. The hope is to 
give those interested in such topics a starting point, to provide those interested in 
them as part of military history what they need, but not to overwhelm the 
bibliography with such entries. In Britain, the moral and political debate was 
often carried on through pamphlets. Several thousand were published. 
Fortunately, there is a bibliographical reference for this literature; it is discussed 
in Chapter 2. 


Historical Background 


Human events much less complicated than wars have long roots. It 
would be easy to argue that the Boer War began at the end of the Napoleonic era, 
when the British assumed final control over Cape Colony. Perhaps for the sake 
of succinctness, the beginning could be moved to the 1830s, when the Boers-the 
white residents descended from the original Dutch settlers and some others-moved 
north in the Great Trek to escape British intrusion, especially the elimination of 
slavery. British authorities saw no compelling reason to prevent this move, and 
the Boers, in a series of bloody conflicts with the Zulu and other indigenous 
people, carved out independent republics-the South African Republic (or 
Transvaal) and the Orange Free State. In the 1840s and 1850s, Boers, British, and 
natives struggled for control. In 1852 Britain acknowledged the Transvaal's 
independence by the Sand River Convention, but continued to annex territory in 
the region. How much the growing British interest in the area had to do with the 
1867 discovery of diamonds along the Orange River may be wondered, but in 1871 
the British annexed the diamond region-to the outrage of the Orange Free State. 
Some efforts at federation failed and in 1875 the Orange Free State's claims were 
officially settled by a payment of £90,000 (it is worth noting that by 1890 
£39,000,000 worth of diamonds were mined). 

Then in 1877, ignoring the Sand River Convention, Britain annexed the 
South African Republic [No. 746]. Boer protests, led by Paul Kruger, were in 
vain. The late 1870s found the British at war with black Africans, especially the 
Zulu, and despite the embarrassment of Isandhlwana, increasing their control of 
Southern Africa. The Boers continued to object. In 1879 the Afrikaner Bond [No. 
294], a relatively moderate political party, led by Jan Hofmeyr rallied much ofthe 
Cape Colony in opposition to English as the official language and in the longer- 
term hope of reduction of British influence. The Transvaal, on December 30, 
1880, reasserted its independence. A British force was defeated at Laing's Nek in 
January, 1881, and another humiliated on Majuba Hill at the end of February 
[Nos. 188, 214, 537, 735, 1035]. The government in London, controlled by the 
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Liberal Party under William E. Gladstone, perhaps for ideological reasons and 
certainly for fiscal ones, was unwilling to contest the issue. On April 5, the Treaty 
of Pretoria was signed recognizing the independence of the South African 
Republic, under the undefined "suzerainty" of Great Britain. 

At this same time new powers were emerging to complicate the situation. 
Barnato Diamond Mining and De Beers Mining Corporation were organizing the 
diamond business. The latter was run by Cecil Rhodes and Alfred Beit, who were 
to play notable roles in the immediate causes of the war of 1899-1902. Natives 
renewed their militant resistance to British control. Germany, seeking its place in 
the sun, moved into the area, and the Boers established possession of two areas in 
Bechuanaland. Neither imperialist sentiments nor profitable business interests are 
likely to be dampened by competition. Challenged the British again began to 
expand control of the area, but by the Convention of London (1884), although the 
Transvaal agreed to yield its claims in Bechuanaland, the claim of suzerainty was 
not mentioned. Whether this represented a withdrawal of that claim or a failure 
to reiterate, was a key question for the future. Competition continued, and urged 
on by Rhodes, London began extending protection to native chiefs against 
Germany and also blocked an effort by the Boers to secure a republic in Zululand 
that would guarantee them access to the sea. Perhaps the ultimate issue was 
introduced in 1886 with the discovery of gold on the Witwatersrand, triggering a 
rush, including large numbers of foreigners or Uitlanders to the Boers, and action 
by Rhodes to extend both his economic and imperialistic aspirations. Rhodes soon 
convinced London to grant his chartered South Africa Company extensive powers 
north of the Transvaal, hoping to force the Transvaal into more cooperation. In 
July, 1890, Rhodes became prime minister of the Cape Colony. Through his 
Chartered Company Rhodes had already added enormous areas-Rhodesia-to 
British holdings in Southern Africa. He dreamed of a Cape to Cairo railroad and 
even British control of the entire continent. 

During the early 1890s the British continued to expand their influence in 
Southern Africa, although their control often remained indirect, as with Rhodes' 
holdings. Rhodes suggested to President Kruger that the Transvaal join a customs 
union with the other South African states, and when refused, began to stir up 
Uitlander discontent in Johannesburg. In June, 1895, Britain annexed Tongoland 
blocking Transvaal's last potential access directly to the sea, though the opening 
of the Delagoa Bay Railroad the next month did provide Johannesburg with an 
outlet through Portuguese territory free of any direct British interference. The 
growing tension was exemplified in a dispute over shipping rates and efforts by 
Kruger to block goods coming from the Cape to force use ofthe new rail line. The 
confrontation was resolved only when Kruger yielded to a British ultimatum. 
November 11, 1895, at the instigation of Rhodes, British Bechuanaland was added 
to the Cape Colony. Eventually he got London to grant his company control of a 
strip of land along the western border of the South African Republic-supposedly 
for a railroad. It would be the launching pad for a raid, which was to become the 


4 The Boer War 


first military action of what became the Boer War of 1899-1902. 

The plan was to take advantage of grievances ofthe Uitlanders-who were 
portrayed in England as subjects of the Queen but who in reality were a mixed 
group, many of whom had found wealth in the gold fields. There really was some 
discrimination. The newcomers were denied suffrage by long residence 
requirements, paid extra taxes, and faced high costs due to government controlled 
monopolies. Most hated of the latter was that on dynamite. As will be seen, 
however, the situation was more complicated than the raid's proponents were 
inclined to admit. 

In theory the planned raid was to be led by Rhodes' employee/confidant 
Leander Starr Jameson [Nos. 86, 257, 411, 436, 690, 1102]. It was to be a 
response to a call for help from Uitlanders, who were to initiate a revolt in 
Johannesburg. Jameson's paramilitary group was to enter the Transvaal, ensure 
the revolt's success, and the British High Commissioner at the Cape, Sir Hercules 
Robinson, would step in to arrange a compromise that would ensure British 
control. Who was in the know, when, and to what extent, remain matters of much 
historical debate. 

The Raid was launched on December 29, 1896. Jameson knew events 
in Johannesburg had not gone as planned, but he was Rhodes' man and only 
Rhodes could stop him. Jameson has been accused of acting against orders [Nos. 
191, 581]. Rhodes did send a telegram telling him to stop, but it arrived too late. 
Anthony Thomas [No. 1218] makes a case that the lateness was deliberate. He 
suggests Rhodes was willing to make the desperate effort, but wanted to be able 
to deny responsibility for problems. The Raid was a dismal failure. The raiders 
were quickly rounded up. There was no general uprising, and the leaders of the 
effort in Johannesburg were arrested. The Uitlanders seem to have been less 
committed than the raiders believed and started backing out when it became clear 
that Rhodes would insist on British government-they had hoped to take over 
themselves [Nos. 636, 1218]. Rhodes was forced to resign as Prime Minister of 
Cape Colony, and Jameson, at the demand of London, was tried by the British and 
given a light sentence. The Johannesburg conspirators paid heavy fines but 
escaped other punishments. A number of them were needed in the gold fields to 
keep mines producing. The political results were, from London's point of view, 
unfortunate. The Transvaal and Orange Free State signed a military alliance. The 
Transvaal enacted more restrictions on the Uitlanders. Kruger's reputation was 
enhanced, and his government had an unarguable reason to arm. The Cape Dutch 
and British were more divided, with the former tending to increase their support 
of Kruger. 

The political fallout in London, which could also have been serious, was 
mitigated by a telegram sent by Kaiser William H congratulating Kruger on his 
government's successful resistance to foreign intervention. What might well have 
been regarded as a shameful, possibly government-sanctioned, intrusion in the 
affairs of a small state was turned into an incident of great power rivalry. 
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Nationalist-imperialist feelings diverted attention from responsibility and produced 
support for the raiders. Though not seen so by the British at the time, some 
contemporaries like Jan Smuts and some subsequent scholars have, in fact, 
regarded the Raid as effectively the declaration of war [Nos. 561, 562, 990, 1161, 
1284]. 

Historians analyzing the Raid and the events leading up to it have made 
a number of interpretations. The strong Afrikaner position, really an indictment 
of Britain, was powerfully asserted by W. J. Leyds [Nos. 746-47]. The Uitlander 
view is put by John Hays Hammond [Nos. 556-58; see also 215, 399-400, 738, 
976, 1008, 1291], an American mining engineer who was part of the 
Johannesburg committee, the group that was supposed to organize the revolt. A 
defense of British policy before the Raid can be found in a number of early works 
many including Conan Doyle [No. 338], Bryce [Nos. 161-62], Rider Haggard [No. 
537] P. Fitzpatrick [Nos. 346, 399-400], Nixon [No. 925], and Hammond [Nos. 
556-58]. Such defenses tend to see the British efforts at control in the 1870s and 
1880s as motivated by honest concerns about improving life in Southern Africa for 
whites and blacks alike. Such early comment about the Jameson Raid itself tended 
to accept at face value the complaints of the Uitlanders-they were denied civil 
rights and faced with economic disabilities. In this scenario, Jameson and Rhodes 
were heroes who stood up for the rights of Englishmen, and Kruger was an 
ignorant backwoodsman who stood forthrightly against the development of 
civilization. Some early analysts, however, such as P. E. Aston, who published in 
1898 [No. 27], did acknowledge that the English had some responsibility and 
thought that London should have acted to prevent any long-term trouble. 

Although it made patriotic Englishmen happy, this line of argument was 
simplistic and questions were soon being asked about the degree of Rhodes's 
involvement and the possible complicity of the government in London-especially 
that of Joseph Chamberlain, Colonial Secretary. A Parliamentary Select 
Committee and Chamberlain's early biographers [Nos. 658, 808] exonerated him 
and insisted that he simply had no idea about the Raid or the planning for it. The 
investigation was in part blocked by missing telegrams between Chamberlain and 
Rhodes's people, which may have been used to blackmail the minister into helping 
protect the charter of the South Africa Company [Nos. 1056, 1218, 1357]. As 
Colonial Minister Chamberlain was also directly involved in Parliament's work 
and the validity of the investigation has been questioned. Jean Van der Poel [No. 
990], widely credited with doing the most thorough job of research into the Raid, 
dismisses the Parliamentary conclusion as a deliberate misrepresentation. Jeffrey 
Butler, in his excellent study ofthe Liberal Party and the Raid [No. 184], suggests 
that the Opposition was complicit in the cover-up for a number of political 
reasons. These include concern about Britain's great power rivalries and the desire 
not to cause too much trouble; Liberal leaders'-especially Lord Rosebery-ties to 
Rhodes; and a belief that Parliamentary Committees were not supposed to be 
grand juries out to indict. Peter Stansky argues that Sir William Harcourt, a key 
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Liberal Leader, was simply outmaneuvered by his friend Chamberlain, who was 
better at politics. 

Assessments of Chamberlain's personal responsibility also changed. For 
much of the first half of the century, he was defended, most powerfully by his 
official biographer James L. Garvin (No. 439] and R. C. K. Ensor in his volume 
[No. 371] of the influential Oxford History of England [see also No. 973]. 
However, by the late 1930s there were more and more questions. Cecil Headlam 
[No. 581] Marshall Hole [No. 609], Marjory Juta [No. 670] Eric Walker [No. 
1284] and C. W. De Kiewiet [No. 311] all suggested that Chamberlain did, in fact, 
have a degree of personal responsibility. None made him the central villain. 

The work of Jean Van der Poel in the middle of the twentieth century 
powerfully asserted that Chamberlain was part and parcel of the plot behind the 
Raid. This idea got very strong support from several articles by Ethel Drus [Nos. 
341-43; see also No. 1052], and few since that time have argued that the Colonial 
Secretary was entirely innocent-Rayne Kruger [No. 708] is an exception—but his 
degree of guilt has continued to be questioned. Philip Magnus [No. 801], who 
thinks Chamberlain knew about the general planning for a revolt ofthe Uitlanders 
but not of the Raid itself, notes that he was saved by the Kaiser sending his note 
of support to Kruger. Outrage in England rallied support behind the raiders and 
diverted questions about blame. J. S. Marais [No. 808] and Richard H. Wilde 
[No. 1319] are also convinced of Chamberlain's complicity, but the first is more 
restrained in criticisms of Chamberlain. 

The Colonial Secretary does have some recent stronger defenders, 
however. J.A.R. Grenville [No. 519], Peter Fraser [No. 416], and jointly Ronald 
Robinson and John Gallagher [No. 1064] have all given Chamberlain some benefit 
ofthe doubt. Elizabeth Pakenham (later Longford) [No.953], although critical of 
Chamberlain, does make the distinction, common for politicians of that day, 
between private and official knowledge, the former not being expected to affect 
policy [see also Nos. 1056, 668]. Robert Kubicek [No. 711] argues that dueto the 
administrative structure of late 19" century government and the communications 
available, Chamberlain could not control events in South Africa. 

Although continuing research has made it clear that Chamberlain knew 
more than he admitted, barring some new source of information his guilt will 
almost certainly remain in doubt. More detailed examinations of Chamberlain's 
role will be supported by Scott Newton and Dilwin Porter's bibliography of works 
concerning the Colonial Secretary [No. 923], and even more so, by Melvin Holli's 
excellent article "Joseph Chamberlain and the Jameson Raid: A Bibliographical 
Survey" [No. 610]. 

There is no question that Cecil Rhodes, whom Butler calls a "Robber 
Baron," was involved. J. A. Hobson [Nos. 604-05] offered the first influential 
interpretation arguing that Rhodes' motives were primarily economic. More 
recently scholars such as Jean Van der Poel [No. 990] and J. S. Marais [No. 808] 
shifted the focus to political-imperial considerations [see also Nos. 1064, 1218, 
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1056]. J. G. Lockhart and C. M. Woodhouse in their extensively researched 
account [No. 756) agree that political considerations were primary and suggest 
that by 1895 Rhodes was ill-perhaps sensing his own death-and impatient. The 
result was a rashness that led to the Raid. Others, however, suggest that such 
rashness had long been a hallmark of Rhodes' policy in Africa [No. 1034, 1218]. 
G. Blainey in a 1965 article [No. 104], however, reasserted the economic issues 
arguing that deep level mining was very expensive and the Transvaal 
government's tax and monopoly policies discriminated against it. He puts some 
of the blame on Rhodes but suggests that Alfred Beit, although usually portrayed 
as a supporter of Rhodes, was really more at fault. 

After the Raid, the cast that would play out the drama ofthe origins ofthe 
1899-1902 war was quickly assembled on the stage. In 1897, Sir Alfred Milner 
became British High Commissioner in Cape Colony. His instructions were to seek 
a peaceful resolution to the problems of the region, but within a year he had 
become convinced that war was necessary. His opponent, Paul Kruger, was, at the 
beginning of 1898, re-elected president of the South African Republic for another 
five year term. Kruger's victory ended Milner's hope that more moderate 
Afrikaner political forces would gain control of the country and ease restrictions 
on the Uitlanders. Kruger regarded them as a threat to his nation because, if given 
the vote, their numbers might soon give them control of elections. 

There-election of Kruger also led to increased Uitlander agitation, which 
helped convince Milner that force was necessary to resolve the dispute. In the 
winter of 1898, he visited London to urge his militancy on the apparently reluctant 
Chamberlain. While he was away, his substitute, General William Butler [No. 
189, 782], refused to accept a petition from the South African League, which had 
been formed after the Raid to promote ties between Britain and South Africa, 
seeking redress for the Uitlanders. Milner was appalled, denounced him as pro- 
Boer, and worked for his removal. In March of 1899, the South African League 
sent, with Milner's cooperation, a petition with more than 21,000 signatures to 
Queen Victoria outlining Uitlander grievances. On May 4, 1899, Milner sent his 
infamous "Helot Despatch" comparing the condition of the Uitlanders to that of 
helots in classical Sparta. Through the good offices of President M. J. Steyn of 
the Orange Free State, Milner and Kruger met at the Bloemfontein Conference, 
May 29-June 5, 1899. Milner, rejecting what seem to have been limited but actual 
compromise suggestions from Kruger, proposed that Uitlanders of five years 
residence be granted suffrage. Kruger refused. His fundamentalist religious views 
made him regard his nation as "God's people." Their domination ofthe Transvaal 
was, he believed, divinely sanctioned and might be imperiled by hoards of new 
voters. After some further discussion, the conference was dissolved by Milner 
(just before a message from Chamberlain urging more negotiation arrived) with 
no resolution. Both sides were left feeling that the other had not acted in 
particularly good faith. Milner continued to urge military action on London, but 
publically the government seemed inclined to peace. Chamberlain may have been 
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supportive behind the scenes, but there were virtually no preparations made for 
war. Most scholars think it is fairly clear that to this point the Cabinet was not 
inclined to fight, but Andrew Porter has argued that silence meant consent to the 
Milner-Chamberlain line. The occasional notes of hesitance in the Cabinet, often 
taken as being the tips of icebergs of dissent, he takes as minor questions [No. 
996]. 

Then in July, Jan Smuts, State Attorney of the Transvaal, arranged to 
renew the proposal of franchise after seven years, and London, clearly believing 
a peaceful settlement was now possible, proposed a joint enquiry into this 
arrangement. Kruger countered the suggested enquiry by offering a five year 
residency requirement in return for a formal repudiation of suzerainty. Such a 
formal repudiation of authority was more than Chamberlain and his Cabinet 
colleagues would stomach (Smuts had apparently hoped to make arrangements 
more informally to achieve the same results.) When the new offer was rejected, 
Kruger refused to continue negotiations. Chamberlain called for an ultimatum, 
but the Cabinet opted to propose Kruger's own earlier terms and send 10,000 
soldiers to South Africa. Kruger denounced the British as unreasonable. Kruger 
was now convinced that the British would have the Transvaal one way or another 
and London that Kruger intended a South African confederation with complete 
removal of British control. Recently, lain Smith [No. 1161] has rejected the 
assertion of Kruger's dominance, arguing that many Afrikaners disagreed with 
Kruger and his policies and that the idea of a confederation was a myth used by 
the British to create a false appearance of unity in their opponents. 

Interpretations of what inspired the various decisions and controversies 
have abounded. Some participants and some scholars [Nos. 260, 556-58, 678] 
have emphasized the conflict between the Uitlanders and the Boer political 
leadership, while others have insisted that the war was, on the British side, 
essentially a defensive effort to oppose the unenlightened elements in what they 
call Krugerism [Nos. 312, 371, 1282]. J. A. Hobson, in perhaps the most widely 
known analysis [Nos. 604-05], puts the blame for the crisis squarely on the mining 
magnates and the British government for seeking to support their economic 
prosperity. Jan Smuts [No. 1046], at the time, regarded the war as a function of 
capitalist struggle. The idea of the magnates being the cause has been much 
criticized, and many scholars such as G.H.L. Le May [No. 737], lain Smith [No. 
1161], A. N. Porter [No. 995], and J. S. Marais [No. 808] insist that the magnates 
learned their lesson about keeping hands off from the Jameson Raid, and that the 
pressure on the Boers was really part of expansive imperialism-the Cape to Cairo 
concept-and would have occurred gold or not. The real effort to get the gold came 
later, they say, for in 1899 London was the financial capital of the world. The 
gold would wind up there in any case, and there was no profit in fighting for it. 
J. S. Marais, in The Fall of Kruger's Republic [No. 808], argues strongly that in 
fact it was the British authorities who were using the magnates to mask their 
efforts at conquest. According to this thesis, Kruger was actually willing to 
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compromise on the economic issues, and as Smith says, Kruger was really only 
inclined to a hard line on those financial matters—control of railroads and the 
dynamite monopoly-that he thought, perhaps misunderstanding capitalist business 
practices, vital to independence [see also 654, 811,711, 995]. G.H.L. Le May [No. 
737] has also offered evidence that the decisions that produced war in 1899 were 
made by imperial minded officials in London, not businessmen in South Africa. 
The argument that the motive was imperialism has been effectively made, but 
without the mines there would have been no rush of Uitlanders into the Transvaal, 
the Boers would have had few resources with which to arm themselves, and the 
British little reason or excuse to want more than vague suzerainty and 
communication across the Transvaal. 

Beyond the economic and imperial forces, the debate about causes of the 
war boils down to three men: Paul Kruger, Alfred Milner, and Joseph 
Chamberlain. Each has been accused of rigid insistence on his own position and 
thus of causing the war. For Kruger [Nos. 126, 225, 246, 356, 395, 611, 670, 709, 
758, 790, 842, 912, 1127,1157, 1183, 1257] the issue was preserving Boer control 
of the Transvaal in the face of a flood of immigrants (Uitlanders) seeking wealth 
in the gold fields. Pressure to allow the newcomers civil rights seemed to him an 
effort to take electoral control from the very people who, along with their 
ancestors, had sacrificed to create the country. It cannot be denied that the 
government, which he dominated, continued to discriminate politically via the 
residency requirements for suffrage and economically by unequal taxation and 
granting monopolies. British and the Uitlanders did not understand that the most 
Boers did not care about the wealth from the gold mines and just wanted to be left 
alone. Better understanding might have helped avoid problems, but such attitudes 
were incomprehensible to most of the human race. Furthermore, lain Smith [No. 
1161] has suggested that Kruger was attempting to compromise with the 
owners-though he may not have fully understood their capitalist goals-only to find 
that concessions were met with new demands. Furthermore, Kruger was 
unsympathetic to British feelings that blacks should be given at least some degree 
of civil rights, an issue of significant importance to Milner [No. 185, 926, 1218]. 

The Englishmen involved were more complicated. Chamberlain [Nos. 
416, 439, 651, 658, 668, 816-17, 1319] abandoned the Liberal Party, of which he 
was the rising star, over the question of Ireland. To the surprise of many, he took 
the Colonial Office when the Conservative (or with the Liberal supporters of 
retaining Ireland included Unionist) Party took office. He had a vision of what the 
empire might be and that certainly included South Africa. Thus many scholars 
argue [No. 813] his concern was really preserving British supremacy, and he cared 
little about the problems of the Uitlanders and only indirectly about the gold. 
Robert Kubicek and some others think that he was not able, for a variety of 
reasons, to control the situation and that Milner dominated the decision making. 

Milner is harder to read. He arrived in South Africa in 1897 as High 
Commissioner, with instructions to calm the storm produced by the Jameson Raid. 
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Initially he tried, but perhaps due to misunderstanding the situation or from 
excessive devotion to British imperialism, he was soon inclined to forceful 
measures. Milner regarded race as a key element. He asserted that if the rights 
of the black population were ignored, problems in South Africa could easily be 
resolved. Jeffrey Butler [No. 185], however, questions this analysis and suggests 
that the real problem was Milner's commitment to a unified—even if essentially 
autonomous-South Africa. He did not really question the idea of white rule, but 
wanted to influence which whites were in power. Then, as Eric Stokes [No. 1196] 
suggests a new, "better," South Africa could be created. J. S. Marais in The Fail 
of Kruger's Republic has argued that along with Chamberlain, Milner was 
primarily concerned with British supremacy in South Africa and that Kruger was 
determined to build up an independent power which had to be stopped by 
diplomacy if possible and force if necessary. Once Kruger became convinced that 
London intended to have control over the Transvaal, he issued the ultimatum that 
led to war. The significance of British aggressiveness among the causes of the war 
is firmly emphasized by G. D. Scholtz [No. 1114] and J. H. Breytenbach [No. 
140]. P. R. Botha [No. 126] has also considered the intrusion of the British into 
South African affairs, looking particularly at political manipulation intended to 
undermine the autonomy of the South African Republic. 

lain Smith [No. 1161], though he agrees that the immediate cause of the 
war was London's insistence on more control in South Africa, also rejects the idea 
there was any conspiracy to create a united South Africa, suggesting the idea is a 
myth created by the British so that the war could be blamed on the Boers. He sees 
the war as resulting from economic struggles, with Milner as the central figure 
defending the mine owners. He and A. N. Porter (No. 995] have discussed 
Milner's role in manipulating the press in an attempt to get the Uitlanders to fall 
in line with the pro-British effort. 

G.H.L. Le May [No. 737] and Thomas Pakenham [No. 954] have put 
much more of the blame on Milner [see also No. 711]. Pakenham accuses him of 
intending to see South Africa under British rule with himself as London's agent, 
and of being complicit with gold magnates such as Alfred Biet and Julius Wernher 
in this plan. Sarah Millin [No. 865] says that Milner had decided on war before 
meeting Kruger at the Bloemfontein Conference in 1899 and had no intention of 
negotiating in good faith. Edgar Holt [No. 613], on the other hand, defends 
Milner as honestly seeking a peaceful compromise. 1t would have been foolishness 
in the extreme to have intrigued for a war when the British Army was neither 
prepared nor preparing to fight one. Le May argues that Milner had convinced 
Chamberlain that British supremacy was in jeopardy and Chamberlain had in turn 
convinced the Cabinet. Milner's aggressive attitude also gave Kruger the clear 
sense that it was fight or lose his nation's independence. The attitude is clear in 
the "helot" dispatch, and whatever the intentions of individuals, the result was 
war. 


Chapter 2 


Bibliographical Aids, Surveys, 
Memoirs, and Archival Sources 


There are some bibliographical aids available for the study of the Boer War. The 
School of Librarianship at the University of Cape Town has issued a number of 
short bibliographies concerning various aspects of the situation [Nos. 81, 685, 
876]. These are useful but not easy to acquire. More accessible but more general 
is South African History: A Bibliographical Guide with Special Reference to 
Territorial Expansion and Colonization by Naomi and Reuben Musiker [No. 906]. 
This volume includes a section concerning the war, which is particularly helpful 
with sources in Afrikaans, and provides a variety of references for background 
reading in South African history. The breadth of focus means that the volume is 
far from a complete bibliography of the war, however, and it was not intended to 
include the British side. 

Ronald G. Hackett's The South African War, 1899-1902. An Illustrated 
Bibliography of English Language Publications Relating to the Boer War of 1899- 
1902 [No. 535] is obviously a work of love. Hackett's amazing compilation has 
thousands of entries, but his criteria for selection are in some ways more those of 
an antiquarian than a historian. He is, for instance, interested in the nature of title 
pages, and works included are contemporary, or close to, with the war. His list is 
dominated by pamphlets. These are often political and/or moral diatribes about 
the issues of the war and of more value for the study of British domestic politics 
and attitudes than of the military situation in South Africa. Such pamphlets could 
not have been included in the present volume due to availability of space, but 
Hackett's work makes their inclusion unnecessary. Despite its limitations, The 
South African War is an extraordinary work that makes the study of some aspects 
of the war much easier than ever before. 

There are other bibliographies and guides that are worth consulting, but 
these are mostly badly outdated and/or mostly focused on more general topics than 
the war [Nos. 536, 663, 851, 897, 907, 1216, 1224-25]. None of these are of 
enormous value for the modern military historian. Consulting the Musikers for 
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background reading, Hackett for the pamphlet material if that is needed, and the 
present volume, will provide any researcher with all necessary references and far 
more than could actually be consulted. 

General surveys are commonly the introductioa to the study of a subject 
and in many cases the only account a student ever reads. Their authors, therefore, 
often have significant influence on how a particular topic is viewed by general and 
even scholarly readers. The Boer War, a relatively small conflict in a confined 
and out-of-the-way place, has generated many more such overviews than most 
colonial conflicts. There are some clear reasons for the attention. Many of the 
early studies were by soldiers interested in the first conflict with modern artillery, 
machine guns, and bolt-action magazine-fed rifles on both sides and seeking to 
learn for the future [see Nos. 118, 420, 585, 726, 732, 763, 802, 1018]. 
Unfortunately, the general conclusions were that modern weaponry had been 
misapplied by the British Army, frontal assaults dependant on manpower rather 
than firepower could break entrenched enemy lines, and in all too many cases, 
cavalry would still be the shock weapon. The price for such conclusions was paid 
in blood by the Germans at Verdun, the French in the Nivelle offensive, and the 
British at the Somme. Although often filled with details about military operations, 
such studies by soldiers seem to have been read mostly by other soldiers and their 
general influence has been limited. 

Englishmen had other reasons to examine the Boer War. The army ofthe 
world's greatest empire had been initially humiliated and then successfully resisted 
for more than two years by a rabble in arms. Something had gone badly amiss, 
and explanations, sung by the "pro-Boers," based on the simple frontier virtues 
and field craft of the Boers were not satisfying. Had something of the 
determination that had made the Victorian master of large parts ofthe globe been 
lost? The Official History [No. 830] ran to four volumes of text and started 
appearing in 1906. It provides extensive detail, but is often inclined to advocate 
British points-of-view. The authors, for instance, have a tendency to accept 
exaggerated estimates of Boer forces when explaining British defeats. 
Furthermore, in the way of official documents, it is bland and not inclined to 
passionate advocacy. The Times History of the War in South Africa edited by Leo 
Amery [No. 12] is six volumes oftext and openly opinionated. Much more fun to 
read than the Official History, it is far more commonly cited. Amery is 
nationalistic and asserts that the Boers were the cause of the war and accepts 
uncritically charges against them for mistreatment of British subjects-the 
Uitlanders. He is quite critical ofthe British military, which due to outnumbering 
the Boers should have crushed them. Amery is particularly hard on Redvers 
Buller, for whom he appears to have had a personal dislike. As the usual source 
for basic factual information, the influence of The Times History has been 
considerable. Although the continuing value of both these works for details 
cannot be denied, their interpretations should be used cautiously. 

Arthur Conan Doyle, best known for the Sherlock Holmes mysteries, was 
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a doctor serving in South Africa during the war. His account, The Great Boer 
War [No. 338] was initially published in 1900 in the assumption that the fall of 
Pretoria to British forces marked the conclusion of the military aspects of the 
conflict. It was extended to cover the rest of the war later. Despite having some 
value for details of military operations, the book is filled with nationalistic bias. 
Since the details are easily available elsewhere, there seems little reason to consult 
Doyle, but his fame for other works continues to make his history noticeable. A 
much more judicious early survey was written by the American military historian 
Alfred Thayer Mahan [No. 802], though he does not delve in detail into the 
controversies concerning causes. 

Recent surveys have more to recommend them. A series of volumes 
collectively titled Die Geskiedenis van die Tweede Vryheidsoorlog in Suid-Afrika, 
1899-1902 [No. 137] by J. H. Breytenbach is thoroughly researched and despite 
some tendency to be pro-Boer may, when finished, be regarded as the definitive 
history. Unfortunately, Breytenbach's work is not translated. Although the 
tendency of Boer partisans to write about what for them is their war for 
independence in their own language is hardly unreasonable, Afrikaans is not 
widely read. The lack of a translation denies this extensive study to the much 
larger English-reading community that is interested in the Boer War. It is hoped 
that the lack will soon be corrected. 

There are some excellent modern surveys, though none as extensive 
Breytenbach's, available in English. Edgar Holt's The Boer War [No. 613] is clear 
and well-organized. Holt's emphasis, however, is on the first half of the war, and 
although the guerrilla phase is not omitted, details are few. His failure to provide 
documentation is also frustrating. Goodbye Dolly Gray: The Story of the Boer 
War by Rayne Kruger [No. 708] is the best survey for the military history of the 
conflict. Kruger has a bit of pro-Boer flavor to his interpretations, and like Holt 
does not give much attention to concentration camps, POWs, and such 
controversial issues in the second half of the war. Given his focus on military 
activity, this is less of a flaw than with Holt. Published within a few years of each 
other, The Boer War by Thomas Pakenham [No. 954] and The Great Anglo-Boer 
War by Byron Farwell [No. 381] vie with one another for the status of being the 
best English language survey ofthe war. There are some differences. Farwell is 
more popular—fewer citations—and a bit more readable, but Pakenham is certainly 
not difficult to read and offers more interpretive revision than Farwell. It was 
Pakenham, for instance, who initiated the rehabilitation of the reputation of 
Redvers Buller, which his most recent biographer [No. 1000] has somewhat 
overdeveloped. The last three survey accounts mentioned are still available in 
paperback editions, although the most recent is more than twenty years old. Such 
availability is a testimony to the quality of the authors' writing and the continued 
interest in the South African War. Finally, The South African War edited by Peter 
Warwick [No. 1296] is a superior work. The essays included, all by excellent 
scholars, are so wide-ranging that a military historian is likely to read selectively 
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in the volume. As a compilation of what was known in 1980 about the entire 
complex of issues involved in the British-South African conflict, Warwick's 
volume has no rival. There are a few other shorter survey histories that provide 
effective introductions to the war. See for instance Nos. [Nos. 51, 68, 85, 444, 
667, 684, 808, 1132]. Bill Nasson's The South African War [No. 909a] is an 
important contribution to the survey literature but appeared too late to be included 
in this discussion. 

In addition to full surveys, there are a number of books that cover 
significant parts of the conflict or authors whose collected works do more than any 
single survey, other than Breytenbach's, who deserve mention in the context of 
general studies. In the latter category Johannes Meintjes is most notable. 
Meintjes has written numerous biographies about Boer leaders and other sorts of 
monographs about the war [Nos. 838-44]. His work, though from the Boer 
perspective, is scholarly and generally evenhanded. A.W.G. Raath's series [Nos. 
1021-26] concerning the concentration camps, none of the volumes translated, 
provides an in-depth look at a particular and quite controversial subject. Julian 
Symons' Buller's Campaign [No. 1212] provides a significant amount of 
background concerning the British Army as well as a clear account of the 
campaign to relieve Ladysmith. For an understanding of the military background 
and the initial, some would say decisive, campaign of the war, Symons’ book is a 
good choice. W. Baring Pemberton's Battles of the Boer War [No. 965] is 
misnamed. Like Symons, his account is only of the Natal campaign in the first 
part of the war. He argues that this campaign, due more to Boer mistakes than 
British successes, made the outcome inevitable, and so there is no need to study 
subsequent encounters to understand the result. Unless one notes the dates, the 
title of Owen Coetzer's The Anglo-Boer War: The Road to Infamy, 1899-1900 
[No.250] is also misleading. The book is also concerned with the early battles and 
is an effort to defend Sir Charles Warren, an interesting if not entirely successful 
effort at revision. 

Firsthand accounts of the war are numerous and varied. On the Boer 
side, Christiaan De Wet's Three Years' War [No. 326] is an excellent work with 
details of life as a soldier as well as a leader of the Boers. Commando by Deneys 
Reitz [No. 1043] ranks among the classic war journals. It is the sort of memoir 
that is read for pleasure. Although not as well written, Dietlof Van Warmelo's On 
Commando [No. 1260] is also a useful account of the Boer military experience. 
J. D. Kestell's Through Shot and Flame [No. 681] gives a very real sense of the 
Boers and their leaders, from the perspective of a chaplain. In An English South 
African's View of the Situation (No. 1122] Olive Schreiner offers the unusual 
perspective of an English resident of South Africa critical of both sides in the 
dispute. Victor Pohl's The Adventures of a Boer Family [No. 991] puts a human 
face on the Boers and includes both military and civilian life, with some emphasis 
on the willingness to sacrifice for victory. Pohl's book makes an interesting 
contrast to R. N. Currey's Vinnicomb's Trek [No. 286]. Currey has compiled from 
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family records the saga ofa burgher of English origins who tried to refuse military 
service. In this telling the conflict seems more like a civil war than is usually the 
case. Other important memoirs of political and military leaders include those of 
Paul Kruger [No. 709], Ben Viljoen [No. 1269-70], and Jan Smuts [No. 651, 
1167]. [see also Nos. 323, 595-96, 608, 680, 682, 807, 828, 858, 898, 988, 1004- 
05, 1020, 1108, 1112, 1217, 1236, 1261, 1273.] 

On the British side, consideration of eyewitness accounts must start-due 
to fame if not quality-with Winston Churchill's two volumes [Nos. 236-37] which 
were based on his experience and writing as a war correspondent. Reading 
Churchill is never dull and often instructive. He rarely wrote merely to instruct, 
however, and it is notable that his wartime praise for Redvers Buller was reversed 
in his later My Early Life [No. 238]. Whether study and contemplation had led 
him to more accurate conclusions or he had trimmed to the prevailing breeze of 
criticism of Buller cannot be known. He remains for all his flaws worth reading. 

Other than Churchill, there are few British memoirs that approach the literary 
merit ofthe better ones written by Boers, and not all autobiographical accounts can 
be regarded as of much value. R.S.S. (later Lord) Baden-Powell, famed for his 
involvement with the organization ofthe Boy Scouts, wrote a number of accounts 
[Nos. 40-41] of his command during the siege of Mafeking In these accounts he 
overstates the importance of holding Mafeking, exaggerates the number of Boers 
investing the place, and enhances his own heroic derring-do. The degree of 
overstatement grew as time passed. Whether this was due to self-aggrandizement 
or poor memory, his accounts simply cannot be trusted. Far and away the best eye 
witness account of Mafeking is the diary (No. 985] of Sol Plaatje, a black court 
clerk and translator, who describes not only the everyday life in the town but the 
suffering of the majority of the black population, which is entirely ignored in 
Baden-Powell's account. In this early work, Plaatje shows the talent that was to 
make him a noted South African literary figure in the years after the war. The 
various works of Emily Hobhouse [Nos. 599-603] give a powerful if perhaps overly 
emotional portrayal of the suffering of Boer women and children in the 
concentration camps. The cautious may want to also consider Millicent Fawcett's 
What I Remember [No. 383] for a more conservative account. Memoirs by 
journalists are too numerous to detail, though some are particularly good [for 
instance, Nos. 44, 64, 518, 541, 631-32, 1147, 1186] and are cited in other places. 

Archival resources for the study of the Boer War are substantial. The 
extensive number of published sources, also important, makes the space available 
for discussion of archives very limited. It would not be appropriate, however, to 
ignore primary sources. There are some published guides. These include C. G. 
Botha, The Public Archives of South Africa, 1652-1910 (New York: Franklin, 
1969; orig. 1928); Government Archives, List of Archivalia in South African 
Depots (1977); and there is a computerized National Register of Manuscripts done 
by the National Archives in collaboration with the South African Library. The 
number of archives that hold materials relevant to the study of the Boer War is 
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large. In Britain the major collections are at the Public Records Office at Kew 
and the National Army Museum in London. These collections include both 
private papers, such as those of Lords Roberts and Kitchener, and most of the 
government records, particularly those of the War Office. Also worth consulting 
in British archives are the Rhodes Papers at Rhodes House Library, Oxford, and 
the Milner Papers at the Bodleian Library. Other valuable collections include the 
Chamberlain Papers at the Birmingham University Library; Lord Methuen's 
Papers at Corsham Court, Wiltshire; and the Buller Papers at Downes (the family 
home) and at the Devon Record Office. Archival holdings in South Africa are 
much more scattered. Some ofthe more important are at the Cape Archives, Cape 
Town; the Free State Archives, Bloemfontein; the Human Research Council, 
Pretoria; the Mafeking Library, Mafeking; Natal Archives, Pietermaritzburg; and 
the Transvaal Archives, Pretoria. 


Chapter 3 


The Conventional Military 
Campaigns 


The South African War began late in 1899 with the collapse of the negotiations 
that followed the Bloemfontein Conference. The South African Republic 
(Transvaal) sent an ultimatum demanding that its independence be recognized and 
British military forces be recalled. This was, of course, rejected, and on October 
11 war was declared. Initially the advantage seemed to be with the Boers, for the 
British had relatively few troops in South Africa. It has been suggested by a 
number of commentators, including some Boers, [Nos. 85, 326, 563, 1035, 1270, 
1344] that had the Boers struck decisively into the Cape Colony, seized the ports, 
and stirred up support from Cape Afrikaners (residents of Cape Colony who by 
birth and/or sentiment favored the Boer side), it would have been a triumphal coup 
de main. Whether the British were there for imperial dreams or gold or both, it 
seems unlikely that they would have abandoned all so easily, but negotiations with 
amore accommodating man might have been arranged. It is a moot point because 
the Boers-the Orange Free State felt honor bound to join in the war—chose instead 
to invest Mafeking, Kimberley, and Ladysmith. Each of these sieges was 
controversial, though for quite different reasons. 

Mafeking was of relatively little strategic importance. It was west of the 
area where the main campaigns were to occur and with the growth of the network 
of tracks, no longer so important as a railroad center as in the past. Colonel R.S.S. 
Baden-Powell had been sent to the Bechuanaland-Transvaal border to raise troops 
and protect the flank of the main theater of operations. When the war began, he 
had two regiments each numbering less than 800 effectives and having no hope 
of standing against the numbers threatening him, chose to fortify Mafeking with 
halfhis force. The other half was left to operate on the border. His arguments for 
doing this were that his small force could tie down a large number of the enemy 
and abandoning the area would be conducive to revolt by the indigenous i.e., 
black population. 

Brian Gardner [No. 433] and Michael Rosenthal [No. 1081] suggest that 
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the siege was militarily unnecessary and conditions during it were not actually so 
bad. Their analysis is based on accounts by J. A. Hamilton [No. 555] and F. D. 
Baillie [No. 44], both correspondents who were in Mafeking. These historians 
think that Baden-Powell exaggerated the significance of Mafeking's military 
importance, the number of enemy troops involved, and the difficulties of standing 
thesiege. It cannot be denied that Baden-Powell, the British commander with the 
least formal military education, was remarkably creative about his defenses. 
Tricks that seem the stuff of historical fiction served him well and fooled the Boer 
garrison. For instance, he leaked word of mines, buried boxes filled with sand, 
and then exploded a few charges as examples. The "minefields" were marked to 
"protect" the people of Mafeking, and kept the Boers hesitant about attacking a 
garrison that they might well have overwhelmed. Baden-Powell's cool, often 
sarcastic, responses to danger also helped. For instance, he started one casualty 
report: "Killed: One Hen" His critics have suggested that Baden-Powell was 
deliberately aggrandizing himself and at the expense of hungry citizens, and they 
note that he was consistently able to get messages out concerning his nonchalant 
handling ofthe situation. They even suggest he was in no hurry to have the siege 
lifted, and made no effort to cooperate with a column from Rhodesia, led by 
Herbert Plummer, that came very close to breaking through the Boer lines. 

Tim Jeal, Baden-Powell's most recent biographer [No. 652] makes the 
best defense, though he is not alone [Nos. 403, 524, 591, 1000, 1281]. He argues 
that there were administrative and railroad connections to Mafeking that made it 
important enough to defend. For the Boers that importance was magnified by the 
fact that the town had been a launching point for the Jameson Raid. He points out 
that until mid-November when Piet Cronjé left with 4,000 troops, a significant 
number of Boer soldiers were kept away from the main theaters of the war. He 
asserts that the large numbers of besiegers made no major attack due to Baden- 
Powell's bluffing. Jeal dismisses Gardner's account of an order from President 
Kruger that no risky assault be made as based on unconfirmed hearsay evidence. 
He believes that Baden-Powell made the Boers cautious. Finally Jeal asserts that 
holding Mafeking was an important aid to British ultimate victory [see also 388, 
646]. 

In one sense, however, this seems a sterile debate, for Mafeking became 
a symbol that buoyed hope for the British cause in South Africa and at home. 
Although it was essentially meaningless militarily, the relief of Mafeking on May 
17, 1900, triggered such a riotous celebration through out Britain that "maffick" 
became an English verb meaning to celebrate riotously. Had the besieged not held 
out the judgement might have been different, but given events, Baden-Powell, self- 
aggrandizing or not, had done his nation a service [Nos. 381, 388, 646, 708]. 

Unfortunately, a much more invidious charge has been leveled at Baden- 
Powell. It has been asserted, most importantly, by Thomas Pakenham [No. 954] 
and Peter Warwick [No. 1295], but by a number of other scholars as well [Nos. 
134, 433, 667, 1081, 1325], that Baden-Powell knowingly and callously allowed 
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blacks in Mafeking to starve and die to ensure that there were plenty of rations for 
whites. Although he does not deny that Baden-Powell gave whites preferential 
treatment, Tim Jeal defends the colonel against the extremes of this charge. He 
asserts that it arose from a misinterpretation by Pakenham which was accepted by 
many others. Jeal is convinced that official figures of available food were in error 
and further the blacks in the town had private supplies of their own. The local 
residents, mostly Barolongs, had adequate rations. There were some 2,000 black 
refugees in Mafeking, and some of them did go hungry. Baden-Powell was told 
to send them away-he has been accused of trying to drive out all blacks-and made 
arrangements for them to get food en route to safety. The besiegers prevented 
many from leaving, and according to some reports others refused to go [Nos. 85, 
667]. When he found out that they were actually starving, Baden-Powell arranged 
for soup kitchens. Food for the indigent was free. Some still did without, but food 
was available. Jeal marshals his evidence effectively and makes a good case. 
Geoffrey Powell (No. 1000] agrees that Baden-Powell made the best effort 
possible, but draws the distinction between blacks involved in defending the city 
and those who were not. It was the latter, he says, who went hungry. 

The situation at Kimberly was also dominated by a personality-Cecil 
Rhodes. Kimberly was the center of the diamond mining industry and Rhodes's 
company, De Beers, had extensive holdings there. Rhodes, apparently looking to 
play a role in the conflict, ended up being trapped in the siege. In some ways he 
was an enormous support for the defense. The military commander, Lieutenant- 
Colonel R. G. Kekewich, like Baden-Powell, was short of men, guns, and 
ammunition. Rhodes produced 450 rifles from De Beers' stores, helped supply 
water from mining sources when the besiegers cut the city's supply, and convinced 
the company's board of directors to help with food supply (there was little hunger 
in Kimberly during the siege). Company engineers manufactured ammunition, 
and the American engineer George Labran even made a large, long-range cannon 
(called "Long Cecil") with which to answer Boer weapons (called "Long Toms") 
out of the range of Kekewich's guns. Rhodes might have been a hero, but he 
constantly fretted and demanded special privileges. He wanted a role in military 
decision making-at times a dominant role-and often favored more aggressive 
tactics than were feasible. He bombarded Kekewich with demands that the siege 
be broken, and when it was not, set up his own system so that he could 
communicate over the commander's head with the authorities in Cape Colony and 
even London. Eventually he was implying that if relief were not prompt and/or 
he was not given assurance that it would be, he would organize the civilians to 
surrender. He and Kekewich hardly spoke, and the colonel finally got official 
permission from Lord Roberts to arrest Rhodes, though he feared the impact of 
such a move on the people of Kimberly. 

The military importance of holding Kimberly seems questionable, but it 
has been defended (No. 646] and some Boer forces were kept away from 
potentially more productive efforts. Protecting the wealth of the diamond mines 
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and the loyalty of their owners also was of significance. Although there are a 
number of journalistic accounts [Nos. 252, 328, 461, 974], the best overall history 
of the situation is Brian Gardner's The Lion's Cage [No. 432]. Gardner, while 
giving Rhodes his due, portrays him as arrogant and out of line [see also 618, 
1218], but he thinks Kekewich should have been firmer and gotten control of the 
situation. Kekewich's account [No. 934] is surprisingly moderate, for an officer 
as badly mistreated as he. General John French, commander of the initial relief 
force reaching Kimberly, reported to Rhodes. Kekewich was left to rush over from 
headquarters, only to be treated with disdain. Rhodes continued to speak ill of 
Kekewich even after the relief, and the officer's career was to some degree stunted 
despite having successfully defended the city. 

The third siege was militarily the most significant. The city of Ladysmith 
was in Natal and on the railroad line from the port of Durban to Johannesburg. 
Sir George White [Nos. 248, 358], the newly arrived officer sent to command the 
area at the beginning of the war, had the largest body of British troops in South 
Africa. He also had several matters to consider. The Boers could initially bring 
a numerically superior force against him. There was a significant defensive 
barrier, the Tugela River, some twelve miles south of Ladysmith behind which he 
could make a stand. To many [Nos. 12, 167, 388, 954, 1048], the best and obvious 
strategy was to move behind the Tugela and hold off the Boers until 
reinforcements arrived. Such critics tend to be among the earlier commentators 
on the situation, although Thomas Pakenham is an exception. Others think 
White's decision was not quite so simple and straightforward. The civilian 
authorities had warned him that any apparent weakness-such as a 
withdrawal-might well lead to an uprising by the local black population [Nos. 
250, 381]. Furthermore, defending the Tugela would mean holding a 150 mile 
line [No. 965], and White was deficient in cavalry. Having a flank turned could 
open the way to Durban and/or into the Cape Colony. A major defeat could mean 
that much of the British base in South Africa would be lost and pro-Afrikaner 
factions, such as the Afrikaner Bond in Cape Colony, might be inspired to join the 
Boer side openly [No. 235]. In the end, he decided to make a stand at Ladysmith, 
believing that the Boers would not take the chance of bypassing a strong military 
position. Owen Coetzer [No. 250] is unusual in believing that White's decision 
was due to previous strategic planning, and the usual interpretation is that the 
decision was due to the immediate circumstances. Most of those who believe his 
decision was correct agree with Winston Churchill's [No. 236] sentiment if not his 
language when he said that "the flower of the Boer army" was held at Ladysmith 
for four months, and some go as far as claiming that White saved Natal [Nos. 142, 
235, 238, 802, 965, 1131, 1321]. Even some on the Boer side agree [No. 307]. 

Before White instituted his plan to hold Ladysmith, his aggressive 
subordinate Major General Sir William Penn Symons ranged out to Dundee, some 
miles northeast of Ladysmith. Penn Symons forced a tactical retreat by the Boers 
at the Battle of Talana [No. 728], got himself killed, and left his force-now 
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commanded by Brigadier General James Yule-to make a dangerous withdrawal 
back to Ladysmith. The battles at Talana and nearby Elandslaagte, where Major- 
General John French led his cavalry to a tactical success, gave the British claim 
to initial victories, but offered White no advantage if the plan was to hold 
Ladysmith. White, as he took command, decided to retain the cavalry, for which 
he had little use and which would be badly needed elsewhere [No. 12], though he 
did allow French and his second in command, Douglas Haig, to leave on the last 
train out before the investment. Ultimately most of the cavalry's horses were 
eaten, and the manpower was probably not significant in the defense. White also 
kept General Archibald Hunter, who had been designated chief of staff to General 
Sir Redvers Buller, who was being sent out to command all British forces in South 
Africa. The British army was painfully behind the times regarding both numbers 
and employment of staff officers. Hunter's reputation suggests he was among the 
best available, and considering that in the end Buller had virtually no staff at all, 
he was a serious loss. There is no evidence to indicate that his presence in 
Ladysmith was of much benefit to the defense, and a number of scholars have 
asserted that he would have been of great help to Buller [Nos. 12, 235, 613, 628, 
965]. 

Redvers Buller [Nos. 33, 167, 187, 350, 657, 697, 847-48, 860, 1000, 
1211-12, 1220] has stirred controversy from the time of the war to the present. He 
was given at best vague instructions, a few inaccurate maps, and a force lacking 
mobility. His orders were to defeat the Boer Army that was made up entirely of 
mounted troops, knew the ground intimately, and was as well armed as his own 
forces. John Fortescue [No. 414; see also 21] has argued that the lack of men and 
materiel was really the result of government cheese-paring and the Cabinet chose 
to send Buller without what he needed rather than admit fault. He even found it 
difficult to convince his political superiors in London that it was impossible to 
plan an invasion without knowing whether the Orange Free State was to be a 
belligerent. Logistical requirements, Buller thought, could be met only by moving 
along one of the main railroad lines running from the coast into the Transvaal, 
and one of those passed along the Free State, opening a flank to commandos from 
that nation [Nos. 1000, 1153]. Not only was the situation difficult, but Buller was 
also ambivalent about his own capacity. When appointed he asserted to Lord 
Lansdowne, the Secretary of State for War, that he was better as a second-in- 
command. 

When he arrived in South Africa October 31, 1899, Buller found the 
military situation worse than expected. The three sieges already mentioned had 
begun, and so the bulk of the British troops already in South Africa were trapped 
in Ladysmith. Milner and the political authorities were fearful over the possibility 
of an invasion of the Cape Colony and the loss of Natal, especially if Ladysmith 
were not promptly relieved. Rhodes, in Kimberly, was already beginning to press 
for that city to be relieved. Buller's army corps was arriving piecemeal-there 
would clearly be no time for molding it into a unit. Oliver Ransford [No. 1036] 
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suggests that Buller was overwhelmed and confused, but as Ruari Chisholm [No. 
235] points out, he was very effective in getting the military in South Africa 
organized and moving to the fronts during his first three weeks in country. His 
organizational efforts in Cape Town are given some high marks, but many 
commentators have maintained that he was secretive and even slipped away to 
Natal without telling his staff [Nos. 235, 869, 1048]. Geoffrey Powell, his most 
recent biographer, rejects that interpretation [No. 1000]. Powell argues that 
everyone who needed to know was kept informed and that the basis for the attack 
on Buller is the memoir of Lady Violet Cecil [No. 869], Milner's gossipy friend, 
who was deliberately not informed lest all of Southern Africa be told. 

Buller's plan was to drive into the Transvaal and the Orange Free State 
along the central railroad, and force surrender bytaking the capitals-Bloemfontein 
and Pretoria. The need to protect Natal and raise the sieges led to this idea being 
abandoned. Buller decided instead to divide his force, sending Lord Methuen to 
relive Kimberly, General William Gatacre with a smaller force to Stormberg to 
protect Cape Colony, and a third-the largest-unit, which he accompanied though 
he did not technically command, to Natal to move from Durban along the railroad 
to Ladysmith. 

Contemporaries regarded Buller as a premier soldier when he was 
appointed to command in South Africa. Winston Churchill praised the general 
highly at the time of the war, but criticized him in later years [Nos. 236-38], 
perhaps driven by the power of hindsight. Churchill is not alone in wondering if 
Buller were actually as competent as the high command and public believed in 
1899, Buller's reluctance about accepting the position of commander has been 
taken as prescience, and his rather inept performance at the 1898 maneuvers on 
Salisbury Plain then offered as proving his own point [Nos. 444, 564, 613, 1036]. 
In other general criticisms, he has been described as lazy [No. 564], lacking 
determination and character [Nos. 274, 1018], and thoroughly incompetent [No. 
71]. He has also been accused of allowing his taste for good food and champagne 
to dull his abilities, and in some cases this self-indulgence has been seen as actual 
dissipation [Nos. 667, 847, 1036, 1292]. In a demonstration of differing 
interpretations, however, one critic [No. 1292] comments about his "gobbling 
sandwiches" while supposedly directing the battle of Colenso, but Geoffrey Powell 
[No. 1000] remarks on his devotion to duty leading to many hours in the saddle 
with nothing but occasional sandwiches to sustain him. 

Criticism of Buller is not, however, universal. Thomas Pakenham 
[No.954] gives him some credit and Powell, as already noted, finds little to fault. 
His defenders point out that Buller was sent out with vague instructions, few and 
mostly inaccurate maps, and far too few mounted troops for the nature of the 
conflict. The army's intelligence corps was so small as to be a joke by the 
standards of other military powers at the beginning of the twentieth century, 
though its efforts are defended by Malmesbury [No. 806]. Buller's staff-the army 
put little importance on staff work—was pulled together with neither much concern 
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nor consultation with him, not to mention the fact that the putative chief was held 
in Ladysmith. His planning is often criticized [Nos. 423, 965, 1344] because 
dividing his forces left the British dominant on no front. Others, like David 
James [No. 646], assert that the decision was both politically and militarily right, 
for the loss of Ladysmith would have meant loss of Natal. The other cities were 
symbols of British authority and to abandon them would encourage the Boers and 
their foreign sympathizers. [Nos. 646, 667]. His original plan had, however, 
been made in ignorance of the situation in South Africa. When Buller arrived, he 
was pressed by Milner concerning the need to protect against an invasion of Cape 
Colony, while others insisted that the loss of Rhodes and the diamond mines in 
Kimberly would be a devastating blow. The largest part of the forces he had 
expected to find, along with his intended chief-of-staff, were unexpectedly shut up 
in Ladysmith. Buller may have done the best he could in a difficult and quite 
unexpected situation. Powell certainly thinks so. Nonetheless, it seems hard to 
argue that he was not slow to learn both about his lacks, such as adequate mounted 
troops, and tactical adaptation to the new weapons. 

The execution of Buller's revised plan resulted in a series of reverses 
known to the British as "Black Week." December 9-10 Gatacre made an attack 
on Stormberg Junction. Little was done well. Communications were so inept that 
one unit of 400 men was not told to report for the attack and changes in plans did 
not reach all units so that medical and other support forces were saved from 
blundering into the enemy only by being told by confused returning newspapermen 
that the main force was not on the road ahead of them. The attack force was worn 
out. Gatacre, infamous for his vitality, had increased the length their march in the 
revision of his plan, ordered them to march with fixed bayonets making rifles 
awkward to carry, and the column was misdirected by local guides who got lost 
(the intelligence officer who knew the area had been left behind) and led in a 
roundabout way to the point of attack. It was then sent against a small force of 
Boers in a position that forced the assault to move up a particularly steep, rocky 
hill. This position could have been by-passed and the main objective easily taken. 
Instead the men fell back in confusion, and Gatacre decided to 
retreat-unintentionally leaving behind 600 men who later had to surrender. There 
was hardly any fighting to the "battle." It was clearly a tactical setback and 
certainly did not speak well for the command-control structure of the British 
Army. The reaction, however, suggests that the decisiveness of a battle is at least 
sometimes determined by how it is perceived. Stormberg became in the public's 
and apparently and more destructively in Buller's mind the first of the three 
disasters of Black Week. 

Historians have commonly blamed Gatacre [Nos. 338, 563, 708, 965], but 
he has been defended, not surprisingly by his wife [No. 441] and more 
impressively by Edgar Holt [No. 613]. Both defenders suggest that the problems 
were no fault of the general, whose force was pieced together and who had no 
control over lost guides and breakdowns in communications. His mistake was 
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assuming that newly arrived troops in units not accustomed to working together 
could manage fairly complicated maneuvers to get into combat. 

Even as Stormberg was ending, Lord Methuen was preparing what he 
expected to be the final drive on Kimberly. He had been successful in three 
relatively small engagements thus far, and expected to relieve the city in a matter 
of days. In retrospect, it has been noted that his initial victories were achieved by 
frontal assault against Boer forces that were inexperienced, poorly positioned, and 
who tended to withdraw if the pressure got too great. Some analysts have also 
pointed to the relatively high casualty rates in his early engagements and to 
Methuen's tendency to make frontal assaults rather than flank Boer positions as 
harbingers of future problems. These critics think that Boer leaders, especially 
Koos De la Rey and Christiaan De Wet, learned how to use modern weapons more 
quickly than the British general [Nos. 432, 965,1131]. 

As Methuen prepared to move against Magersfontein, that situation was 
changing. Boer troops were now blooded, and the general he had been opposing, 
Piet Cronjé, was supplemented by one ofthe gifted amateurs that would make the 
Boers into truly formidable opponents-Koos De la Rey [No. 840]. Thus far, the 
Boers had dug-in on hills where they suffered under British artillery fire and their 
own small arms fire tended to arc over attacking forces. De la Rey suggested 
entrenching at the foot of the hills so that the trajectory of their fire would be flat 
and sweep the ground over which the attack might be expected. Cronjé-like most 
Boers reluctant to take a stand without clear lies of retreat-resisted the idea. 
Fortunately, President Steyn of the Orange Free State arrived to back De la Rey. 
Carefully camouflaged narrow (to protect against shrapnel) trenches were dug in 
front of the hill line. De la Rey had stopped Methuen at the Modder River with 
such a plan, and the British were only able to claim victory because the Boers 
withdrew the night after the battle. 

Methuen, reluctant to move away from his line of communication along 
the railroad and dismissive of Boer military prowess, decided on a night march 
leading to a frontal assault at dawn. His artillery preparation targeted the hills and 
caused virtually no harm to the Boers. He chose the newly arrived Highland 
brigade commanded by the popular and professionally highly regarded Major- 
General A. J. Wauchope as the spearhead. It was just what De la Rey had planned 
for and due to a variety of factors, Wauchope delayed dispersing his troops until 
he was within a few hundred yards of the trenches, thus providing a nearly perfect 
target. A fusillade cut down the Highlanders. Many officers, including 
Wauchope, who rose to assess the situation, were among the first to go. The rest 
of the attack force, some of which had dispersed, sought what cover it could and 
spent a very difficult day under fire. Methuen continued to attempt to drive 
forward and made no attempt to flank the Boer position. Some nine hours later 
confusion over an order to a unit to pull back led to a disorderly retreat. Methuen 
then waited out the night hoping that, as at the Modder River earlier, in the 
aftermath ofthe fight the Boers would leave. They did not, and Methuen did. The 
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second disaster of Black Week had occurred, and this one was a real defeat, 
though it too was not necessarily decisive. 

The popularity of Andy Wauchope fueled debate over Magersfontein. His 
friends did not want his death regarded as the result of his own foolishness. 
Popular accounts and regimental histories [Nos. 45, 336, 1304] have suggested 
that Wauchope tried to get Methuen to revise the plan, but though he seems to 
have initially not liked it, professional historians have found little reason to think 
there was any serious dispute between the two officers [Nos. 563, 613]. His failure 
to disperse has been regarded as an unlucky choice based on the desire to get his 
men as close to the Boers as possible before spreading out and inevitably slowing 
down; misperception of where the enemy was positioned; and coming to a belt of 
thorn bushes just as he was ready to deploy and moving through it first. He has, 
however, been criticized for waiting, [Nos. 563, 965], and Arthur Conan Doyle 
asserted that the Highland Brigade could have carried the day had it just pressed 
on when the shooting started [No. 338]. 

Whatever Wauchope's failures, they were tactical, and more discussion 
has arisen over Methuen's overall handling ofthe campaign than of those directing 
the details of combat. The commander has been faulted for: 1)not learning more 
about the battlefield before attacking; 2) being too concerned about his line of 
communication (the railroad) and failing to use flanking tactics because that 
would mean moving away from it; 3) moving too slowly; and 4) ending his 
bombardment too long before attacking so that the Boers hand time to prepare 
[Nos. 336, 432, 667, 1018, 1131]. Others, however, maintain that his plan was 
good, and that he had concluded reasonably from Graspan and Belmont that the 
Boers could be crushed-physically and morally-by frontal assault (Nos. 965, 
1018]. Flanking maneuvers and reconnaissance, his defenders continue, depended 
on cavalry and through no fault of his own, Methuen was woefully short of that 
[No. 965]. Furthermore, the maps provided by the intelligence service were 
inaccurate, though he had noreason tothink so. His defenders cap their argument 
by noting that Methuen was retained by Roberts and gave a good account of 
himself later in the war. 

The final disaster was orchestrated by Buller himself. He was moving 
toward Ladysmith and planning to flank a Boer position at Colenso on the Tugela 
River. The defense was commanded by Louis Botha [Nos. 56, 58, 369, 841, 
1174], another gifted amateur soldier. When news of Stormberg and 
Magersfontein arrived, from panic or calm reason, accounts differ widely [Nos. 
778, 965, 1036, 1212, 1153], Buller changed his plan to a frontal assault (on a 
position he had reported impregnable) in hopes of regaining the overall initiative. 
The attack went wrong almost from the beginning. On the right, Colonel Arthur 
Fitzroy Hart, misled by guides and lacking accurate maps, blundered into a loop 
of the river. His reaction was to drive more troops into the cul-de-sac, where they 
suffered heavy casualties, were pinned down, and had to be rescued. Most 
historians are critical of Hart. Some like Ruari Chisholm (No. 235] portray him 
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as an ignorant martinet whose idea of tactics was limited to the frontal assault in 
close order [see also Nos. 444, 563, 708, 954]. A few, however, think he was right 
to attempt to force the issue when the guides failed him [Nos. 572, 697, 1067]. 

In the center, ignoring instructions but doing what had produced success 
against less well-armed foes, Colonel C. J. Long pushed his guns in front of the 
infantry and very close to the Boer positions, and although some authorities 
including Botha himself [No. 217] maintain that he sprang a Boer trap into which 
many men might have advanced, Long was quickly under heavy, accurate fire. 
The brave gunners, who were suffering serious casualties, however, seem to have 
been on the verge of suppressing Boer fire and opening the way for an infantry 
attack when ammunition ran short. The wounded Long and his men then moved 
into shelter to wait for resupply. Buller intended for Long to engage at longer 
range and with infantry cover, but was perhaps not clear in his instructions [No. 
563]. Long's tactics, although often criticized [Nos. 235, 444, 563, 954] for 
ignoring the artillery's need for infantry cover, have been supported as conforming 
to the doctrine that moving forward was most effective. Thus, even without the 
luck of springing the trap, Long was right [Nos. 1036, 1344]. 

Both of the problems might have been resolved successfully, according 
to both contemporary and more recent analysts. Hart's troops, although pinned 
down, could have been left while a move around the Boer flank was mounted to 
relieve them. Long's guns merely needed ammunition, and despite the price in 
casualties, they might well have ensured the success of an infantry attack, 
especially since long range naval guns, which moved more slowly, were coming 
into position to provide additional fire on Boer positions [Nos. 174, 2365, 965, 
1340]. The key was decisive leadership and adequate ruthlessness to make the 
men pay the blood price of their commanders' errors. Buller promptly ordered 
help for Hart's unit, although he did not seek to take advantage of the situation by 
making a move against the Boer flank. Then he heard about the guns, and went 
to see about that problem. He met officers sent for shells who told him 
inaccurately that the gunners had been decimated and the guns put out of action 
(No. 1048]. This seemed to be confirmed by observation because the gunners had 
taken cover, seeing no reason to risk their lives if they had no shells to fire. The 
idea of losing guns was anathema to British soldiers, and Buller, looking at what 
appeared to be abandoned guns, seemed to panic. Worse he was hit by a shell 
fragment and badly bruised, though not seriously injured. He called for extraction 
of the guns which proved not only impossible but deadly-the only son of Lord 
Roberts won a Victoria Cross at the expense of his life in the effort. He then 
ordered the guns abandoned after all. Critics suggest, however, that the guns 
could have been saved either by pushing ammunition up to them and continuing 
the attack or by covering them by rifle fire until dark [Nos. 71, 235, 1344], though 
sending volunteers to try to extract them without other protection seems of little 
virtue. 

Buller gave up, disengaged, and retreated. He sent a message to White 
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in Ladysmith with instructions about surrender-he would later insist that it was 
intended as a contingency in case White could not hold out. The wording and 
tone, however, make it hard to see as anything other than a surrender instruction. 
Ladysmith did hold, and Buller has been condemned for being willing to yield 
ever since, far more than a message sent in a moment of despair merits. Perhaps, 
the results of Colenso, added to the first defeats of "Black Week" destroyed his 
spirit [No. 965], and Julian Symons [No. 1212] goes so far as to suggest that he 
was, in modern terms, clinically depressed and simply unable to provide consistent 
leadership. Although he has been praised for heroically pulling back to prevent 
useless casualties [No. 28], Buller's withdrawal when he still had substantial 
numbers of uncommitted reserves has also been attacked as a tactical blunder 
[Nos. 563, 708, 1048]. The most hostile critics attribute his problems to inherent 
incompetence worsened by excessive indulgence in food and drink. 

As word of the third defeat in a week spread there was a strong reaction. 
Boer confidence grew, while in London the government lost all belief in Buller 
[No. 801], as did some of his generals [No. 778]. Field Marshal Frederick 
Roberts, 1* Baron of Kandahar, who had been lobbying for command, was put in 
charge of the war. Buller, however, was left in command in Natal. This was 
perhaps a reasonable choice [No. 926], made in recognition of the fact that a 
theater command was too much to add to the task of commander-in-chief. It may 
also have been due to Roberts' concern not to appear vengeful for the death of his 
son at Colenso [Nos. 144, 381]. Other possible factors in the decision were the 
lack of an appropriate successor and Buller's enormous popularity with his men 
[Nos. 71, 381]. 

Whilethe grieving Roberts traveled to South Africa, Buller made another 
try to relieve Ladysmith, although his new commander had suggested standing on 
the defensive for the time being. Significantly reinforced, including a new 
division under Sir Charles Warren, he decided to flank the Boer position. He put 
Warren in command of the new attack. Some authorities have asserted this was 
to avoid responsibility. There are also charges that Buller resented Warren and 
hoped he would fail due to Warren's holding a dormant commission (i.e., he was 
to take supreme command if Buller were put out of action) [Nos. 444, 965]. 
Warren was supposed to cross the Tugela and roll up the Boer lines and move on 
to Ladysmith. He proved far better at preparing than at actually fighting. He 
gathered and drilled his forces but accomplished little. Buller's patience ran out, 
and he demanded action or withdrawal. Warren remarked that the hill called 
Spion Kop dominated the position and should be taken. Buller agreed, but insisted 
that Warren get on with it. What followed was a battle that turned on confusion. 

The beginning was eerily like Majuba. The British moved up Spion Kop 
with minimal resistance, and in a fog took what they thought was the top. Having 
left their sandbags and some tools behind they could do only a little entrenching 
in the rocky soil. When the mist cleared, they realized that their position was on 
a secondary crest and was dominated by Aloe Knoll and overlooked on two other 
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sides by other heights. The initially panicked Boers soon rallied and found that 
they could climb the steep slopes on their side of the hill in relative safety. The 
British had not moved guns up the hill and so could not threaten Boer camps, nor 
had they arranged diversionary attacks to tie down opposing forces. Boer guns 
could fire on the British position from three sides, and infantry soon swarmed 
around the top of the hill. There followed a day of bitter, often hand-to-hand, 
fighting as the Boers attacked and the British counterattacked, neither gaining 
much of an advantage. The heroic figure on the British side was Lieutenant- 
Colonel A. W. Thorneycroft of Thorneycroft's Mounted Infantry. Thorneycroft 
rallied British forces repeatedly, even rushing into the lines on a badly twisted 
ankle to stop the surrender of a small group from turning into a more general 
submission. 

When General Sir Edward Woodgate, the commander on the hill, became 
a casualty, Buller who could actually see some of the hill from his position 
(Warren could not and had to wait sometimes hours for reports) sent a message 
urging that Thorneycroft be put in command. Warren, despite having sent 
General John Coke, still limping from a broken leg, as a replacement, sent word 
to Thorneycroft but not to Coke. Meanwhile, the senior officer on Spion Kop, who 
was unfortunately at the other end of the line from Thorneycroft, also assumed 
command. Thus for some time three officers each believed he was in command 
ofthe battle. None ofthem could maintain regular contact with Warren, however. 
Although the technology was available, no one had thought to take telegraph wire 
up the hill, oil for signal lamps ran out, semaphore flags were not seen or 
messages sent inaccurately, messengers some times failed to get through and had 
a journey of perhaps two hours one-way. Winston Churchill (No. 236], present as 
a correspondent, went up and returned to urge reinforcement. He was on his way 
back to report that help-including guns—was on its way when he met British forces 
headed down the hill. In pain and horrified at seeing his men under enfilade fire, 
Thorneycrofi's nerve had broken. He ordered withdrawal, and by the time another 
"commander" found out it was too late to stop the movement, and efforts to 
reoccupy the hill were not pressed. The irony was that at the same time the Boers, 
believing they were beaten [Nos. 307, 1043], were withdrawing. Chance favored 
their side, however, for in the very early hours ofthe next morning two burghers 
went up looking for a wounded comrade, discovered the hill was abandoned, and 
got word to their commanders. The Boers retook Spion Kop, and Buller retreated 
to the Tugela again. The best account ofthe battle is Oliver Ransford's The Battle 
of Spion Kop [No. 1036], but there are many others: See Nos. 121, 142, 209, 219, 
223, 492, 894, 965, 994, 1048]. 

Controversy over Spion Kop boils down to which officer was most to 
blame: Buller or Warren. Buller, in his reports, blamed Warren and a number of 
historians have agreed. Oliver Ransford [No. 1036], though he distributes plenty 
of criticism to a variety of people, is firm in condemning Warren's failure to 
discover the topography of the hill, information that was available. Along with 


The Conventional Military Campaigns 29 


many others he wonders how Warren could have ignored his own cavalry's report 
that a flank was open and mounted units were in position to ride unopposed into 
Ladysmith [Nos. 235, 350, 563, 613]. Warren's view was that cavalry was to 
provide a screen and reconnaissance and not take the initiative. He angrily called 
it back. Among other criticisms, advanced vigorously by Thomas Pakenham (No. 
954] and Julian Symons [No. 1212], are that he was vacillating and hesitant about 
developing his battle plan, failed to keep his officers informed, and should have 
acted promptly to reoccupy the hill rather than acquiescing in the withdrawal and 
trying to get Buller to decide what to do [see also Nos. 167, 174, 381, 696, 1036]. 

An early attempt to argue that Buller was primarily accountable came 
from Watkin Williams [No. 1334], Warren's grandson. Writing with family 
prejudice but full access to Warren's papers, Williams blames Buller for 
interfering and Thorneycroft for abandoning the hill without orders. A recent 
book by Owen Coetzer [No. 250] argues these themes vehemently [see also Nos. 
174, 309, 444, 613]. Buller has also been faulted for a variety of other failings in 
the conduct ofthis battle. The Boers were allowed time to prepare because Buller 
was initially slow to make a plan and then failed to press Warren into prompt 
action [Nos. 235, 667, 1048]. William Pemberton says that although Buller's plan 
was good, he put Warren in charge with a divisional commander's staff, due 
probably to personal dislike and resentment [No. 965]. Not everyone approved of 
the plan. Charles Repington, who was on Buller's headquarters staff, reports that 
the divisional commanders did not like it, though none would confront Buller [No. 
1048]. Once the battle began, Buller stopped efforts at flanking and diversionary 
attacks that might have been very helpful [Nos. 350, 613], and, as at Colenso, he 
failed to use his reserve to support the attacking force. Oliver Ransford [No. 1035] 
goes as far as saying that Buller was at times drunk and unable to make considered 
decisions. 

Geoffrey Powell [No. 1000], who considers Buller a scapegoat for British 
military failures in South Africa, refutes all criticisms by shifting blame to officers 
and the War Office's earlier failures to prepare adequately for war. His response 
to the accusation of excessive consumption of champagne is that in the 19^ 
century the wine was regarded merely as a pick-me-up and Buller did not abuse 
it. Although Powell's arguments are sometimes effective, he tends to be defensive 
and make Buller too good to be true [see also Nos. 33, 187, 657, 847,995]. 

Buller made another false beginning at Vaal Kranz, where after some 
dithering he launched a flank attack, getting forces across the river. As in the past 
the slow development of his maneuver had let the Boers prepare and when 
resistence was more than expected he dithered again and withdrew back across the 
Tugela, earning the sobriquet "Sir Reverse Buller the Ferryman of the Tugela." 
Michael Barthrop [No. 68] argues that Buller was learning the nature of modern 
war. A fourth try in which he finally used all his forces crushed the defense and 
opened the way to Ladysmith, though his failure to pursue the fleeing Boers has 
led to more criticism than praise of this success [Nos. 85, 250, 563, 1043, 1334]. 
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The victory was too late, and his reputation would never recover. 

Meanwhile, Buller's replacement was establishing his control. Lord 
Roberts was the rival of Buller's patron, Lord Wolseley, for dominance in the 
army, and had made his name primarily in India. Roberts brought with him 
Herbert Horatio Kitchener (Lord Kitchener of Khartoum) [Nos. 801, 1294] as his 
chief-of-staff. Kitchener had won fame fighting in Egypt, and had a reputation for 
ruthlessness. Certainly he was ambitious and determined. He and Roberts, in 
analyzing the problems in South Africa, determined correctly enough that logistics 
were a problem, and they set out to reorganize the supply system, initially causing 
more confusion than improvement [No. 414]. Later commentators, however, tend 
to think that although the new system took time to get organized, it was effective 
and needed. Problems were more the fault of incompetent Army Service Corps 
personnel than inherent in the reformed system. [Nos. 85, 563, 708, 801]. The 
effort did, at least, make clear that they would not allow tradition to block 
progress. 

Roberts had a new and ambitious plan. He would flank the enemy 
defensive position in Natal, drive into the Boer Republics, and take Bloemfontein 
and Pretoria. He, like most British planners, assumed that the taking of their 
capitals would result in Boer capitulation. Unlike Buller, he was willing to leave 
the relief of sieges to others, but under political pressure he agreed to a dog leg in 
his line of advance to relieve Kimberly. Conveniently he had Buller and his force 
to keep the pressure on the Boers at Ladysmith, and he would later send a flying 
column to save Mafeking. Unlike Buller, he was ready to take risks. When 
Christiaan De Wet captured his main supply train at Waterval, he put his army on 
half-rations for a time but made no pause in his advance. 

Roberts sent cavalry forces under General Sir John French to relieve the 
Kimberley, and the result was a rather panicked withdrawal by the Boers 
commanded by Piet Cronjé. French's exhausted cavalry—still much too small a 
force for the work to be done-managed to cut off the Boer retreat at Paardeberg, 
at least in part because Cronjé failed to abandon his wagons and luggage. French 
was able to hold the Boers until the infantry caught up and surrounded them. A 
minor illness kept Roberts from the scene and Kitchener was sent with orders that 
his word was to be taken as Roberts'. Kitchener used the orders to assert command 
over the senior General Sir Thomas Kelley-Kenny, who some have asserted was 
a superior tactician [No. 1164]. In accordance with his reputation, Kitchener 
determined on assaulting the Boer laager, although the opinion of other general 
Officers on the scene was that it should be invested and shelled into submission 
[Nos. 613, 708]. Ever since Kitchener has been criticized for acting with too little 
knowledge of the situation and for trying to control a battle without using a staff 
(a problem for him in the Great War as well) [Nos. 85, 801, 1018, 1164]. The 
result was the bloodiest day of the war for the British, but no victory. Roberts 
arrived and decided not to renew the attacks. Kitchener was sent on a mission to 
protect supply lines, and Kelley-Kenny's idea of bombardment was adopted. 
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Although Roberts' plans at Paardeberg have been praised [Nos. 410, 564, 
1018, 1344], Thomas Pakenham [No. 954] has asserted that when De Wet took a 
hill from which he could cover an escape from the trap, Roberts was ready to 
disengage (De Wet pulled out first) very much like Buller who usually suffers in 
comparison with his new commander. Furthermore, Roberts kept his force 
drinking the polluted water of the Tugela River, which led to a typhoid epidemic, 
causing more casualties than continuing frontal attacks [Nos. 381, 708, 950, 
1131]. Andas Kitchener's partisans, who believe he had the right tactical concept, 
point out, a quick victory would have made possible the trapping of significant 
parts of the Boer forces as the British drove on toward Bloemfontein [Nos. 71, 
613, 1018, 1131]. A decisive stroke at this point, according to this analysis, had 
the potential to bring the war to an end. In the end Cronjé surrendered on Majuba 
Day, February 27, 1901, to the joy of the British and the outrage of his 
countrymen. 

Though slowed by typhoid and logistical problems, the invasion 
continued. Ladysmith and then Mafeking were relieved. There seemed no doubt 
that the momentum of the war had shifted in favor of the British. As planned, 
Roberts took Bloemfontein, but was forced to regroup and resupply while waiting 
for the typhoid epidemic to ease. In retrospect, however, there were continuing 
signs of problems [No. 708]. He had driven the Boer forces away but not really 
defeated them, and isolated British units kept getting picked off. The result ofa 
surprise attack by De Wet at Sanna's Post was the destruction of the waterworks 
for Bloemfontein, to the discomfort of the occupying force along with the 
worsening of the epidemic. It is easy to look back and see what such skirmishes 
portended, but at the time they seemed mostly bad luck and/or minor 
misjudgement. Roberts drove on to Pretoria, again brushing aside defending 
forces without actually crushing them. With the fall ofthe second capital, Roberts 
announced that the war was essentially over and requested and got permission to 
go home, leaving Kitchener to "mop up." Kitchener, apparently expecting to be 
given command of British forces in India—one of the army's highest honors-was 
also eager to be done with South Africa. It was not to be, at least not quickly. 

The British had defined the war in terms of geography. The Boers, 
however, fought for ideology-nationalism and freedom (though not necessarily 
freedom for all). Led by younger and bitterly determined men like Christiaan De 
Wet, Koos De la Rey, and Jan Smuts, they fought on. De Wet quickly saw that 
small dedicated bands of mounted guerillas could roam virtually at will, striking 
at isolated targets and keeping the war alive. If outright victory was not likely, 
perhaps the British could be worn down to the point of making acceptable terms. 
The war became a guerrilla-style contest, with non-conventional tactics often 
involving civilians. Many of the qualities that had won it the sobriquet "Last of 
the Gentlemen's Wars" disappeared over the last eighteen months. 


Chapter 4 


“The Last of the 


Gentlemen's Wars" 


The phrase "last of the gentlemen's wars" has been widely used to describe the 
Boer War. J.F.C. Fuller chose it as the title of his memoir [No. 424] of the 
conflict. The idea is that the opposing forces respected one another and followed 
some set of rules for behavior. There certainly were regular truces for the removal 
of the dead and care of the wounded. Roberts accepted Cronjé's surrender at 
Paardeberg with generous words and an invitation to lunch. Cronjé, when sent to 
a prisoner of war camp out of the country, was allowed to take his wife with him. 
The modern inclination to dehumanize the foe as "slopes," "gooks," etc. was not 
very noticeable. There was even respect for the other side among the everyday 
soldier as expressed, for instance, in Private Tucker's Diary [No. 1230]. The idea 
of such mutual respect and acceptance of rules of conduct is a theme in John 
Selby's The Boer War: A Study in Cowardice and Courage [No. 1131]. Although 
such arguments can be sustained, they seem to apply best to the first year of the 
conflict and also may have some tie to the widely asserted idea that it was "a white 
man's war" [see for instance 52, 64, 424, 1017, 1294]. 

Such judgements are measured by the rules for military action established 
in the Hague Convention of 1899 which may not have legally applied [No. 1177], 
and which the Boers actually may not have been aware of [No. 52]. The debate 
about the degree of gentlemanly behavior has continued in the literature, 
nonetheless. Each side has accused the other of using dum-dums (i.e., soft-nosed 
bullets) in contravention of the rules of war. The British had used such 
ammunition in the past but rejected it because it too often misfired in fouled rifle 
barrels. They did, however, apparently ship a significant quantity to South Africa 
before deciding it could not be used. Certain commentators have suggested that 
the Boers found some of this and assumed the worst [Nos. 250, 593, 613]. Boer 
accusations, perhaps due to the limited number of sources, are much fewer than 
those of the British. 

The anecdotal evidence charging the Boers with using soft-nosed and/or 
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explosive rounds is substantial and ranges from the likes of Winston Churchill 
[No. 237] to the military surgeon E. Blake Knox [No. 697; see also Nos. 18, 64, 
849, 869, 954]. Hunting ammunition was often soft-nosed, and so there may have 
been some assumptions made by the British similar to those made by the Boers 
who found unused dum-dums in British Army supply dumps. It has also been 
asserted that the belief about the type of bullets was really due to misjudging the 
effects of modern, high-powered rounds and the effect of multiple hits possible 
with repeating rifles [No. 708}. Edgar Holt [No. 613] has argued that while each 
side may have occasionally used such ammunition, it was against the policy of 
both and essentially inadvertent. Nonetheless, the frequency of reports of finding 
soft-nosed bullets in Boer positions after battles leaves the impression that at least 
some use of such munitions was made, and British soldiers apparently believed it 
enough to have retaliated against their foes [No. 954]. 

Another frequent accusation, again from both sides, was misuse of the 
white flag. The literature suggests some truth on both sides. J. B. M. "Judge" 
Hertzog, a Boer legal advisor and commando leader, reports [No. 984] having had 
to explain to his compatriots that reconnoitering under a flag of truce was not 
acceptable. The British reported instances of small units raising a white flag to 
surrender and then having that decision overruled by higher authority, and were 
accused by De Wet of drawing Boers into a trap with a false surrender [Nos. 326, 
954, 1131]. The British also asserted that the Boers failed to respect the Red 
Cross, sometimes firing on medical personnel and advancing while pretending to 
be medical units [No. 64]. E. Blake Knox insists, however, that he never saw 
such behavior. Any firing on his people occurred when they were mixed with 
combat troops [No. 697]. Although these issues do not seem to have been a major 
problem for the soldiers involved, they did have a role in the long-term bitterness 
between the British and the South Africans. 

If there was some controversy about the chivalric behavior of soldiers at 
the beginning ofthe war, in the last eighteen months the degree of civility seemed 
noticeably less. After the fall of the Boer capitals-Bloemfontein and 
Pretoria-Lord Roberts made one final offensive. He moved east hoping to and 
nearly trapping most of the Boer forces, and most importantly Christiaan De Wet, 
in the Brandwater Basin. De Wet and most ofthe important leaders managed to 
escape the net, however. Roberts had already made clear that he regarded the 
capture of the enemy's capital cities the step that defined overall victory. Again 
and again he mistook his foes' withdrawal from a battlefield to mean victory even 
though he had inflicted relatively little actual damage to them. Like many 
traditionally trained generals from the American Revolution through Vietnam, he 
failed to understand the nature of guerrilla war. Unfortunately for the British, 
Boer commanders, such as De Wet, Koos De la Rey, and Jan Smuts, seem to have 
grasped that nature almost intuitively. Even as Roberts was "conquering" their 
countries, they were adapting their commando organization to the new reality. 
Increasingly they shed encumbering baggage and equipment, including artillery, 
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and began to range about the countryside striking at targets of convenience. 
Willing to live on what they could carry, get from sympathizers, and capture, and 
mounted on tough, small horses used to the climate and the wiry veld grass, they 
were to say the least elusive. By the end of the war, these commandos were using 
captured British rifles and ammunition (like most large traditional forces the 
British Army was sloppy and left a trail of cartridges in its wake for the picking 
up); wearing captured British uniforms; and often eating captured rations. 
Ultimately, in other words, the British taxpayer was funding virtually the entire 
war effort. The guerrilla conflict is very well described from the soldier's point of 
view in Deneys Reitz's Commando [No. 1043; see also Nos. 979-80, 1260], from 
a commander's in De Wet's Three Years War [No. 326], and in overall context in 
Rayne Kruger's Goodbye Dolly Gray [No. 708; see also Nos. 13, 381, 954]. 

When Roberts declared victory and went home to receive a step up in the 
peerage, a £100,00 award from Parliament, and the post of commander-in-chief 
of the army, he left Herbert Horatio, Lord Kitchener of Khartum, to mop up. 
Kitchener was well-known for his campaigns in Egypt, and reputed to be cold, 
ruthless, and ambitious [Nos. 24, 801, 1294]. TheSouth African campaign proved 
the personal qualities in his reputation, but despite the ultimate victory, left some 
questions about his military prowess. Supposedly left a short, relatively easy task, 
he found himself in a situation that would later be called a quagmire. The 
perception that the war was essentially won, steadily fueled by Roberts' claims of 
victory, meant that every setback was magnified in importance. The government 
was eager to reduce costs by bringing troops home and the enlistments of many 
volunteers were ending, but Kitchener found that he needed more, not fewer men. 
He got them eventually, but the replacement of experienced campaigners with 
sometimes only partially trained novices to fight Boers, who had been weeded by 
adversity and had mostly been fighting since the beginning, was not conducive to 
immediate success. 

The notoriously ineffective Army Remount Service [Nos. 14, 430, 494, 
1135] had actually shut down South African supply efforts, and though 
reactivated, was even worse than usual about both quality and quantity of animals 
acquired. In the field, as J.F.C. Fuller (No. 424] comments, the British often 
lacked "horse sense." The suffering and death of some 350,000 horses is one of 
the less noticed tragedies in the South African War. There is little doubt that 
getting and managing livestock was a logistical nightmare for the British. 

Rayne Kruger [No. 708] argues that at the end of 1900 the Boers were 
militarily in many ways as well or better off than they had been at the beginning 
of the year. President Steyn commented in August, 1901, that not only were 
commandos ranging almost freely through the Cape Colony but also in the former 
Boer republics British authority was limited to the range of the army's guns. 
Kitchener's strategy for bringing the Boers to concession developed into two 
overlapping efforts. As it became clear that the Boers were not close to defeat, 
Kitchener began struggling to increase his proportion of mounted troops. He 
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began to organize columns to sweep the countryside trying to trap commandos. 
There followed three "De Wet Hunts" over the final eighteen months of the war 
in which increasing numbers of British Army forces sought to corner the man who 
was not only the key instigator of Boer guerrilla tactics but the most implacable 
defender of Afrikaner independence. With the exception of a few scout units, 
British columns remained much more heavily loaded and slower than the 
commandos, but they created webs that De Wet needed luck as well as skill to 
avoid. Successful generals always have luck, and the Boer leaders were no 
exception [Nos.326, 708, 991, 979-80, 1043, 1260]. 

A major element of Kitchener's problem was the size of the war 
zone-about equal to France. Once a commando slipped through a gap in the 
closing net it could disappear until the next raid. As he came to realize this, 
Kitchener began to develop a counter-tactic. Barbed wire fences with periodic 
fortified posts had been used to protect cities, and he extended the system until the 
country was literally divided into manageable sections by some 5,000 miles of 
fence and 10,000 blockhouses. Although construction was more substantial at 
first, his engineers developed a blockhouse made of concentric circles of 
corrugated iron, the space between filled with loose rock, and capped with a 
conical roof of the same metal. These looked something like water tanks with 
loopholes, but provided a secure post for seven men (sometimes with a few natives 
as servants and/or guards and scouts). The fences, running at angles to avoid 
putting blockhouses in one anther's line of fire, were loaded with alarms and larger 
bodies of reinforcements were posted within reach (Nos. 135, 181, 381, 424, 708, 
954, 1351]. 

The idea was that raiders would be driven into these lines, often along 
railroads, detected, fired upon, and trapped by arriving reinforcements. Kitchener 
could not ensure alertness and the commandos frequently were able to slip through 
the fences [No. 326, 979, 991, 1043]. Butas the system got into place, raids began 
to fail, and commandos were sometimes forced to flee for their lives. The system 
was never perfect, as clearly shown by the fact that Jan Smuts was recalled from 
an attack on the mining center of O'okiep in the western part of Cape Colony 
[Nos. 19, 173, 269, 560, 562, 687, 742, 845, 865, 1166] to attend the final peace 
negotiations. Nonetheless, it was successful in increasing the cost of operating to 
the guerrilla units [Nos. 326, 381, 667, 708, 954, 1043], a success that 
commanders in future guerrilla wars would have been glad, indeed, to achieve. 
To a degree then, Kitchener's tactics worked and to the degree that they involved 
pursuing commandos, they did not violate the spirit of the "gentlemen's war." 

There were other problems to be solved, however. Commandos were 
operating in friendly territory. Most farms, even in the Cape Colony, were places 
of succor. Food, information, sometimes horses and weapons caches could be 
found. Guerrillas could one day be on campaign and the next quietly plowing 
their fields. Boer soldiers had never had formal uniforms anyway. It was the 
conundrum of all regular armies fighting irregular forces-just who was the 
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enemy? To deal with this difficulty, Kitchener again expanded a previous policy 
and took the British war effort into real controversy. Toward the end of his tenure 
in South Africa, Roberts had ordered the burning of farms where it was shown that 
Boer soldiers were sheltered or that were in the vicinity, and therefore had to be 
in the know, of raids on railroads. These policies were in alignment with German 
efforts to deal with franc-tireurs during the Franco-Prussian War. They were 
applied with some caution. The fact that a man was away on commando was not 
regarded as cause to burn his farm. Brian Roberts [No. 1058; see also No. 954] 
has, however, postulated a personal motive. Lord Roberts' wife joined him in 
South Africa and from bitterness over the death of their son, effectively urged him 
to greater destructiveness. Most authorities, however, do not strongly condemn 
Roberts in this regard [Nos. 410, 564, 613, 646]. 

Kitchener, however, with some sense of the emergence of modern total 
war, began to understand the need to convince the enemy population that 
continuing the war was hopeless and meant only the destruction of its very means 
of existence. Farm burning became a major element in his strategy. Homes and 
outbuildings were set alight, crops destroyed in the fields, livestock taken or 
slaughtered. The amount of destruction was enormous and spread over much of 
the Transvaal and Orange Free State [Nos. 326, 708, 812]. 

Militarily the result was positive, for the Boers themselves admitted that 
their farms were a major logistical support for the commandos [Nos. 85, 326, 613, 
667, 820, 913 1043, 1099]. The involvement of the total population is, however, 
one of the most unfortunate elements in total war, and the British had to pay in 
terms of morale. Some soldiers found the destruction of homes and the slaughter 
of animals demoralizing [Nos. 405, 424, 647, 975], though others took it simply 
as part of the requirements of their profession and seemed inured to the horror 
[Nos. 424, 812]. J.F.C. Fuller also noted that the farms could be traps for 
guerrillas who came to visit loved ones, and so burning them was tactically a 
mistake (No. 424]. As Clausewitz perceptively noted, however, war is an 
extension of politics, and if the British purpose was to bring the Boer republics 
into some sort of federation as part of the British empire, farm burning was not a 
good idea. It created bitterness, strengthened the determination of the Afrikaners 
to continue the struggle at the time [Nos. 326, 613, 667, 1164], and proved a long 
term factor in the issue of South African nationalism [Nos. 71, 613, 667, 975, 
1043, 1164]. Sometimes it is vital for a soldier to be a politician. Kitchener was 
not and the price proved high, even though militarily his plan made sense. 

Farm burning caused the expansion of another policy. Camps-later 
called concentration camps-had been established for "loyalists" (Afrikaners from 
the Cape Colony and republics who supported the British) who needed protection 
from their neighbors, who regarded them as traitors. Initially it was planned to 
force the women and children from the burned farms to join the commandos, thus 
creating a logistical nightmare for the Boers. This was condemned as an 
inappropriate use of civilians for a military purpose, and was often impossible 
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anyway. The result was homeless families adrift on the veld. The authorities 
moved them into the camps, which expanded rapidly. Unfortunately the camps 
were hastily established and not all well sited for provision of water and sanitation. 
The result was repeated waves of epidemics, particularly among the children [Nos. 
820, 948, 1024, 1259]. By the end of the war there had been perhaps 120,000 
inmates with a peak death rate of 344 per thousand in one month (October, 1901). 
Total deaths during the war were about 20,000. 

Stories of deliberate brutality and cruelty by the authorities, some no 
doubt true, others just as certainly false, spread [Nos. 130, 324, 916, 948]. The 
defenders of the camps argue that the death rates were not unusual for a wartime 
situation and that compared to the typical death rates for civilians in city slums at 
the time not so terribly out of line. They acknowledge that there were problems, 
but insist that the British authorities were humane [Nos. 820, 1018, 1154], and 
often blame the inmates. The Boer women, these writers insist, were more used 
to an open frontier life and did not always understand the importance of boiling 
drinking water and other such sanitary measures, nor did they particularly trust 
the British officials-often hastily assembled from available personnel rather than 
chosen for their knowledge—who lectured them about how to behave [Nos. 71, 
1294]. Of course the other side maintains that conditions were horrible and 
deliberately so to put pressure on the Boers to surrender. They assert that the food 
supplied was inadequate for healthy existence [No. 737], and that sanitation was 
so badly handled that serious problems with illness were inevitable [No. 708]. The 
two sides of the debate can be explored in detail in A. C. Martin [No. 820] for the 
defenders and S. B. Spies [No. 1178], J. C. Otto [No. 948] and E. Neethling [No. 
916] for the attackers. Such a study should be supplemented by the series of 
studies of individual camps done by A.W.G. Raath [Nos. 1021-26], but these, 
unfortunately for the chance of wide distribution, are only available in Afrikaans. 
Other accounts, mostly memoirs, include Nos. 20, 38, 79, 98, 130, 324, 489-91, 
575. 

The feelings of the people on the British Isles were inflamed. A faction 
of the Liberal Party opposed the war [Nos. 296, 698] and had been determined to 
embarrass their opponents in any way possible. The cause was taken up by a 
Quaker spinster named Emily Hobhouse [Nos. 50, 396, 422, 599-03, 671, 1058, 
1215] who proceeded to South Africa to visit the camps. Her reports [Nos. 599- 
02] were nothing short of horrific. Women and children were inadequately fed, 
denied the most fundamental sanitary services, and dying like the proverbial flies 
from typhoid and other epidemics. These reports, if emotional and perhaps at 
times exaggerated, were too accurate to be brushed aside. The authorities bought 
time by appointing a commission of women, headed by Millicent Fawcett, a 
moderate women's rights advocate, to investigate [Nos. 79, 383, 1058, 1200]. The 
commission did find problems, and its recommendations were taken seriously and 
improvements made. The camps were also shifted from military to civilian control 
during 1901, and conditions improved, if for no other reason than that the civilian 
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authorities had more expertise and time to deal with the problems. 

Another important issue regarding the concentration camps was the 
impact on attitudes in South Africa, in both the long and short term. Boers on 
commando took a mixed view. Some were outraged [Nos. 307, 326, 916, 948, 
1178, 1260], and some leaders did report that the condition of the women and 
children was a factor in the decision to surrender. Others, including Commandant 
Louis Botha, claimed to be pleased that their dependents were cared for and safe 
[No. 582, 647, 820, 954, 1154], though many who have made this assertion were 
pro-British in attitude. It does seem at least possible that the men on commando 
did feel freer to go on fighting because their dependents were relatively safe. The 
long-range effect seems clearly to have been bitterness toward the British and an 
increase in national sentiment. The camps may have been militarily useful, 
though that is not entirely agreed or clear, but politically, like farm burning, they 
made the goals of British imperialism less likely of achievement. 

The final issue about which the war was less than gentlemanly was race. 
The Boer War was widely proclaimed a white man's war (and sometimes still is 
[No. 1294]) and not a few regretted that whites were fighting one another rather 
than asserting their natural dominance over South Africa [Nos. 52, 424, 801, 
1017]. Theracism ofthe day comes out clearly in the memoir of J.F.C. Fuller who 
wrote disparagingly of the characteristics of blacks and casually about naming his 
black horse "Nigger" while in the same book describing with pride the work, 
including fighting, of the black scouts he commanded [No. 424]. 

Each side insisted that it would not arm blacks, though in fact, each did. 
The British employed blacks as guards, guides, and policemen. Such employment 
sometimes included arms. More significantly in the war effort, they used black 
scouts who were not only armed but expected to take the offensive against the 
enemy. Black leaders were encouraged to deny Boers access to their territory, and 
the Kgatla fought a campaign to achieve this [No. 894]. Blacks in the besieged 
cities performed numerous services from cattle raiding to actual defensive fighting 
during the sieges. At Mafeking, Baden-Powell has been accused of not including 
them in his assessment of food to person ratios and they suffered badly from 
hunger [Nos. 44, 433, 555, 667]. While refuted by some scholars (Nos. 591, 652, 
1002], the accusations make clear the bitterness of the reactions to race. 

The racial situation in Kimberly was also very bad. In both cities, efforts 
were made to get the native population to leave, but the besiegers were not 
inclined to allow such a reduction the number of mouths the defenders had to feed. 
The death rates for black children in Kimberley and Mafeking were staggering. 
One report was that virtually no black babies survived the siege in Kimberley, 
where Cecil Rhodes was known to comment about the inherent inferiority of 
blacks from time to time [Nos. 235, 667, 1295]. Although natives hoped for 
recognition, if not recompense, for their efforts, they got little. As is clear from 
the experiences of Sol Plaatje, one of the few blacks to write about the situation 
[Nos. 985, 1325], the response from British authorities was niggardly at best. 
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Nonetheless the natives were not unaware of the lesser evil. The British had 
shown some signs of support for democracy, and British law, in theory, treated 
blacks and whites alike. 

For the Boers the arming of blacks was more problematical. They had 
for several generations been fighting local tribes for the land where they lived as 
a minority. Unlike the British, who at least in theory and in law ifnot in practice 
supported racial equality, they were not inclined to think that blacks were equal 
or should have civil rights, certainly not to the degree that would make their 
countries into democracies. Nonetheless, many Boers had black servants who 
accompanied them to war to hold horses and load guns in battle as well as provide 
cooking and other such aid. Such servants apparently did sometimes fight. They 
would have been under fire, and loading a gun for another to shoot comes pretty 
close to participating in combat [Nos. 908-11, 894, 1295] Literature from the 
Boer side also expresses outrage at the depredations [Nos. 326, 708, 954, 991] of 
natives especially during the later months ofthe war, and although they and their 
ancestors had made strong efforts to discourage resistance to their authority, there 
is little sense that their erstwhile foes might have some reason to seek revenge. 
The threat does, however, seem to have encouraged the desire to bring the war to 
an end. 

The only conclusion from the literature is that the Boer War was neither 
gentlemanly nor white. The contemporary writings, of course, assert that it was 
both or that the side of the author was while his foes were not. More recent 
accounts often leave such issues—vital to the understanding of the impact of the 
war on national and imperial attitudes-on the sidelines. In this case, modern 
historians have really failed in their task of insisting that we acknowledge the 
problems of the past even if they are shameful. There is literature concerning 
blacks and the war, but it has not really permeated the overall picture. As the 
excellent scholarship of Peter Warwick [No. 1295] and Bill Nasson [Nos. 908-11] 
has begun powerfully to show, however, it was not really a white man's war at all. 
A full scale and dispassionate study of race and racial attitudes regarding the Boer 
War in both Britain and South Africa is, however, badly needed. 


Chapter 5 


Conclusion 


The last year of the war was frustrating for the British, and the tactics of farm 
burning and concentration camps were the subject of much criticism (see Chapter 
4). The vast resources that the British Empire brought to bear did finally force the 
Boers to accept a settlement (No. 984]. There had been abortive talks between 
Kitchener and Louis Botha early in 1901 at Middleburg. At that meeting, 
however, the basic terms that would be accepted the next year were laid out. The 
talks early in 1902 that led to the Treaty of Vereeniging were greatly furthered by 
Kitchener, who was eager to be done in South Africa, both because of his concern 
that the war was physically and morally undermining the empire and his desire to 
take up the command ofthe British army in India. Milner opposed accepting any 
terms due to his belief that a few more months of war would produce 
unconditional victory. Such a triumph would allow Britain to remake South 
Africa, a recreation that Milner expected to oversee. The Boers almost played into 
his hands from a mix of stubbornness and naivete. They seem to have thought that 
if there were to be negotiations, they could ask for whatever they wanted, 
including retaining independence. They were wrong, and only Kitchener's 
pragmatic efforts to keep both sides talking saved the peace. He even told Smuts, 
informally, that the election of a Liberal Party government was likely in the next 
few years, and such a government would almost certainly reverse the more onerous 
aspects of a peace. 

The treaty that was finally agreed upon left the former Boer republics in 
colonial status but promised self-government as soon as it was feasible. As 
Kitchener had predicted the Liberals took over in 1905 and after the election of 
1906 agreed to autonomy. The decision has to leave some wonder about the cost 
of the struggle to retain control. There was a greater cause for puzzlement 
however. In the beginning, the British had insisted that they favored protection 
ofthe rights of blacks. Chamberlain had stated publically that a peace that did not 
protect the rights of blacks (he did not mean equality) would be "shameful." The 
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treaty clearly asserted that black suffrage would be deferred until after self- 
government, when, of course, London could not impose it. During the discussion 
of ratification, members of the Cabinet questioned this clause. Shamefully, when 
told that the Boers would not accept a treaty on any other terms, all question of 
protection for blacks was abandoned. 

There were also problems about the Cape Dutch, British subjects who had 
sided with the Boers, who were regarded as traitors in London. Milner insisted 
they be treated as traitors, but with Kitchener's support, it was decided to include 
them in an amnesty, except for leaders who were disfranchised for life. The term 
was soon reduced to five years. Loyalists who had supported Britain and whom 
Milner had expected to control the future were largely thrust aside. The only other 
point of dispute in London was a promise to help pay for war damages. The 
problem was not payment but making it appear a gracious gift rather than a bribe 
for peace. For the Boers, once the more extreme nationalists, most importantly 
Louis Botha (President Steyn of the Free State was too ill to be a factor), 
agreement was quick. The best account of the negotiations is by J. D. Kestell and 
D. E. van Velden [No. 683], though Kestell's Through Shot and Flame [No. 681] 
and De Wet's Three Years' War (No. 326] provide valuable personal comment. 

Conclusions about historiography are always tentative. Scholars are 
agreed that the fighting stopped. Why it started, why one side or the other was 
successful at one time or another, which commander's choices were right or best, 
whether political or military issues dominated, whether the results were worth the 
candle are all part of continuing debate. The arguments will be extended and 
repeated in the future, and new generations will have new perspectives. The 
details ofthe current views have been provided in the preceding chapters. Some 
general conclusions can be made, however. 

The early interpretation that the war began due to British desire for the 
enormous gold resources of South Africa has given way to a much more varied 
mix of motives. A variety of imperial goals have been added, though the relative 
importance of these factors continues to be debated. The involvement of Rhodes 
has never been questioned. Arguments about his willingness to back away from 
the Jameson Raid, however, continue to be offered. Milner, too, is generally 
regarded as supporting confrontation. The likelihood of Joseph Chamberlain's 
direct involvement has been much more controversial. Although the early 
exonerations are now regarded as simplistic, the insistence that he was directly 
and deeply involved has also been modified. Biographers have and seem likely to 
continue to take differing positions as to the degree of his involvement. 

The interpretations of military aspects ofthe war also continue to evolve. 
Although Amery's early criticisms of the British military continue to be repeated, 
there is now more of a sense that the problems were institutional and caused in 
significant degree by changing technology that soldiers were only just learning to 
use. Considerations of changes between the Boer War and World War I suggest 
that much learning was accomplished. Problems of generalship initially found 
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mostly on the British side are now attributed to the Boers as well. Buller made 
some mistakes, but was, perhaps, not as totally incompetent as often portrayed. 
Boer failure to pursue major strategic goals at the beginning of the war made their 
success unlikely. The tactical skills of Botha, De Wet, and De la Rey continue to 
draw praise, but they are no longer presented as quite as superior to their 
opponents as was once the case. If Buller's reputation has improved somewhat, 
Lord Robert's has deteriorated. Robert's brushing the Boers aside, taking their 
capitals, and assuming he had won has been recognized as a significant failure to 
understand. Kitchener has not drawn such revisionist attention. There has been 
some discussion about his tactics at Paardeberg, and of course his use of farm 
burning and concentration camps caused and continues to cause outrage. There 
is little controversy about these issues, however. Farm burning added to his use 
of fences and blockhouses did ultimately pressure the Boers into a settlement. 
Despite the military success, however, the political consequences were 
unfortunate. Although debate will certainly continue, the hundred years since the 
war have seen interpretations become more subtle and varied. Definitive 
conclusions are at best unlikely. 
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